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	1. A Change Of Plan

**A Change Of Plan**

The takeoff had been smooth and the plane was now gliding over the Atlantic, towards Iceland. The small craft could only carry a few passengers, and seated snugly in a corner was a nervous young woman. Her dirty blond colored hair that usually hung loose reaching the middle of her back, was tied up in a messy bun. She stared at a magazine page thinking about the recent events that had lead up to this terrifying flight. Ava Livingston had been given the opportunity to go to an outpost in Iceland over the summer to observe the local wildlife. It was the chance of a lifetime. She loved working with animals but wasn't sure what kind of career she wanted. She hoped this would help narrow down her choices. Ava had always been fine with flying, but the fact the place was so cramped, and they were flying over open ocean, in turbulence, was what terrified her.

Glancing out the window she saw dark clouds surrounding them and white specks flying past. It had started to snow. Ava had lived in Florida all her life. Her bright highlights, and bronze tan were sure signs she was a girl who spent lots of time outside, soaking up the warm sunshine state rays. Ava was a bit disappointed to give up her summer of sun for snow and ice, but this was an opportunity she did not want to miss. She gasped as the plane jerked in the strong winds. The visibility out the window beside her became close to none. Just looking out the window made her shiver. Her soft sweater, thick coat, and several layers of leggings and pants kept her cozy. But she couldn't help thinking about the storm raging just outside the window. She decided to try and get some sleep. The flight was going to be a long one and there was no use staying awake to worry. She pulled her hood up, leaned against the wall, resting her head on the fur lined hood, and drifted off the dreamland.

She awoke to a sharp pain in her head. Even the seatbelt, secured tightly around her waist couldn't keep her form bouncing. Ava rubbed her eyes trying to remember where she was, and figure out what was happening. The plane jerked one way, then the other, tossing Ava against her neighbor. The man was already in a bad mood, and Ava's accidental assault put him over the edge. He loosed a string of curses at her, drowning out her sincere apology. She rubbed her now throbbing head. _I must've hit it on the wall while I was asleep_. Ava thought to herself.

The plane tilted one way, and then straightened out again. Then it jerked to the other side. The small craft was tossed around in the storm like a paper airplane near a fan. The sound of the motor slowed and the plane angled down. Oh we must finally be landing. Ava thought with relief as she looked out the window. She was greeted by the sight of nothing but snow dancing in the gale. She could see no more than a foot or two out the window. The plane began to level out, before tipping at a horrible angle. It swayed and bounced as the pilot tried desperately to level it out. Suddenly there was a sickening jolt as the plane collided with the waves. Ava tensed and braced herself against the wall as the plane skipped and hit the water again. They were slowing down tremendously each time they met a wave. The plane gave another jerk as the nose hit a wave head on, the water washing over it.

The plane was no longer moving. It swayed with the waves and slowly sunk as water rushed in every crack. Ava could hear the waves beating against the hull, tearing the place apart. Chaos broke out as the other passengers realized they were sinking. Suddenly everyone was out of their seats. Yelling, screaming, and trying to get off the plane. Ava looked under her seat, but this was no fancy airline. She couldn't remember where she had been told the life vests were. She pushed and shoved her way up to the front. Knocking on the door, she entered the cockpit. She found the pilot still; he was slumped over the dashboard with blood dripping from the wounds on his face. "He must've hit his head in the crash." Ava mumbled despite the fact he could not hear her.

Various buttons and switches covered the dashboard of the cockpit. Many dials had their needles flicking back and forth, and dozens of different colored lights blinked. Ava couldn't understand what any of it meant, so the plane's controls were no help. Looking out the windshield, Ava could see the nose of the plane, now crumpled up from the wall of water it had hit. "We really hit that wave hard." Ava commented to no one in particular. She began sifting through the piles of junk in the closet. She quickly found an inflatable raft in a small box. She left the cockpit and headed to the door. Suddenly the raft was snatched from her. She couldn't see who had grabbed it, because they had already disappeared in the crowded area. It was probably that guy sitting next to me. She thought bitterly. The door was opened, and she saw the other passengers begin to file out. As the plane quickly emptied, Ava was able to see what they were doing. The raft was floating in the water, holding the majority of the passengers. The last person in front of Ava jumped on. She moved up to the opening, and prepared to jump. But before she could the raft was swept away by a mighty wave. The rest of the passengers didn't seem to notice Ava standing in the doorway of the sinking aircraft.

"They left me!" she exclaimed angrily.

Ava looked around. Besides her, and the pilot, there were two other passengers sitting in their seats, petrified with fear. A loud groan came from the metal as the left wing was ripped from the plane, taking a large portion of the hull with it. Water now flooded through the gaping hole in the side of the aircraft. Before Ava could think of anything to do she heard the metal moaning again. Ava gripped the door to the cockpit to keep herself steady as the plane was ripped in two, separating the tail from the nose. Now Ava and the pilot were separated from the two passengers. The separated ends were now small enough to be carried by the waves, and were swept apart. She could no longer see the other end of the plane, so she couldn't tell if it had sunk or if it was still floating.

The part Ava was on continued to rock fiercely in the waves. The aircraft began to tilt, gaining speed going into a roll, and starting to turn upside down. Ava scrambled out the door before it went underwater and out on the wing. Grasping at the seams in the metal, and the tiny nubs of the bolts, she began to climb the hull to stay out of the frigid water. The wind was cold and sharp; it bit at any exposed skin, and whipped her hair around. The icy metal was slick and the chill of it burned Ava's hands. Her fingers felt stiff and sore as she pulled herself up another few inches, holding on to nothing more than the heads of a few bolts.

Not only did she have to hold herself up, but keep herself from being blown off the hull. The wind blew in powerful gusts, coming at her from the side. A burst caught her by surprise and ripped her from her foothold. She hung by her two hands, gripping the torn edge of the hull for dear life. The edge of the metal where it had ripped cut into her hands. She could feel drops of blood trickle from her fingertips. She forced her cold, stiff fingers to curl farther around the edge, as she was losing her grip. She kicked her feet frantically looking for a foothold, before her fingers slipped, slicing her palms on the shredded metal.

She slid down almost two feet before she caught a hold on a seam in the metal. It scraped her fingertips that were quickly becoming coated in sticky blood. The blood on her hands was slippery, making it even harder to hang on. But she could lose her grip the plane rolled over, plunging her under the freezing waves. The wing came under as the plane continued to roll, pushing her farther down.

Thankfully the water-resistant layers of her thick coat floated easily, shooting her up to the surface with little effort. As her coat took in more water, Ava's thick clothing, now saturated with icy salt water, began to weigh her down. She struggled to stay at the surface.

Surprisingly a small piece of hull floated, and was bobbing in the waves not far away; she spotted it and began to swim towards it. Just as her coat began to drag her down, Ava reached the piece of floating wreckage and pulled herself up onto it. Her wet clothes chilled her in the cold wind. She wrung out her hood and pulled it up over her head. She pulled her legs in close to her chest and hugged them. Though saturated with water, her coat still kept out the wind, so only the wet clothes under it chilled her. Ava sat there, shivering on her little life raft as the blizzard raged around her, and the plane disappeared from sight.

Ava was exhausted and lay down on her stomach to rest. She knew falling asleep in freezing temperatures such as these would be deadly, so she forced herself to stay awake. This wasn't as hard as Ava had expected. The remains she rested on were icy cold against her bare cheeks and hands, and she had to focus on keeping her weight equally distributed so the raft wouldn't tip and roll her off.

Her hands had stopped bleeding, but stung furiously. Ava rested her eyes and held on. After several hours Ava noticed it was still. The waves had calmed, the wind had ceased, and it was no longer snowing. Ava opened her eyes and sat up. She was now surrounded by thick fog. She couldn't see any more than twenty feet in any direction. The fog blocked out most of the sunlight, leaving everything a dark gray. Ava felt utterly alone and lost. She couldn't escape the feelings of despair that overwhelmed her. A tear made its way down her chilly cheek and landed on the metal hull with a tap. Others soon followed. Ava was no crybaby, but she couldn't hold it back any longer. She lay down again and began to sob.

Several hours had passed since Ava stopped crying. It had become lighter, and the waves were still calm, but they were much stronger. They seemed to carry her farther with each one. Ava was becoming irritated with the constant swaying and rocking. She wished for just a moment of stillness. She felt that she couldn't endure it much longer. But she had no choice. She lay on her raft, anger brewing at her helplessness. After a while she felt the raft jolt when it hit something. Ava sat up and looked around. She had washed onto a beach.

"Land!" She screamed, "Oh sweet still land!"

Ava was wobbly, but it didn't stop her from wading to the beach and letting herself drop to the ground. That was a mistake. She was met with the unpleasant feeling of pain. The shore was covered in pebbles, which dug into her back as soon as she hit them. But she didn't care. The momentary pain couldn't dampen her delight at being on land. She had hope now.

After a short time of savoring the stillness, Ava hauled herself off the ground. Pressing her palms against the stony shoreline hurt terribly, and left grit in the cuts. She gingerly lowered her hands into the algid water. The intense burning that resulted was evidence the salt water was cleansing the wounds on her hands. She shook her hands dry and scanned her surroundings. There were high cliffs lining the beach. They went on as far as she could see in either direction. Ava began to follow the bluff to find a low area where she might be able to climb up. There wasn't much to look at. Just rocks, ocean, cliffs and mist.

Ava walked for hours, her hope dwindling when she came to a dead end. The cliff came around and the beach ended. But the crest was low, and Ava could see the top. She estimated it was about thirty feet high, although the face was rocky, it looked like she could climb it. She was not looking forward to putting her lacerated palms through the abuse of climbing the face of a cliff, but she had no choice. She grabbed the cliff, found a foothold, and began her ascent. Her imagination ran wild with what she might find over the edge of the cliff.

About halfway up, she began to grow fatigued. Either the cliff was bigger than it looked, or Ava wasn't as good a climber as she thought. It didn't matter what the reason was she had gone too far to turn back now. She pressed on, determined to reach the top. Despite the chilly air, internally she felt very warm, and she was panting from the activity. Reaching for a rock embedded on the edge of the cliff, she began to pull herself up, almost over the edge, when the rock came loose, and her hand slipped. The rock cut into the gash on her hand, ripping it open again as the rubble tumbled down the side. Ava almost fell with it, but she reacted quickly, and held tight with her other hand. Her injured palm burned as she dangled on the face of the cliff trying to regain her footing. When she finally found it, she stood there a minute to catch her breath.

"Too close." Ava scolded herself.

She reached for another handhold, this time a sturdy one. She hauled herself over the edge, and rolled away from the cliff. Ava lay still, sucking in ragged breaths. She had to calm herself before she looked at her hand. The cut wasn't dangerously deep, but blood had already began running down her arm, and dripping off her hand. It stung from the various dirt and debris that had clung to it as she made her way over the top of the cliff. Ava ripped off a small strip of fabric from one of her undershirts, and wrapped her reopened wound tightly. She stood up, and took in her new surroundings.

Her shoulders slumped and she let out an exasperated sigh. Nothing but forest was over the edge of this cliff. The tall evergreen trees towered over her, while the saplings and underbrush concealed the rest of the woods. Ava let out another frustrated sigh as she trudged into the woods.


	2. Things To Do And Places To Go

**Things To Do And Places To Go**

The sweet and spicy smell of pine wafted through the air in the forest, and the wind whistled through the trees. After walking for several hours, the light began to fade, and the wind picked up. Snow began falling, covering the landscape within minutes. The small flakes of white stuck to Ava's eyelashes, and blew in her eyes, making it difficult to see. The wind became so strong, Ava had trouble moving against it. After fighting the wind as long as she could, Ava gave up. She found a tree with large roots that stuck above the ground. Fresh snow piled up between the large roots, sparkling in the faint light. Ava buried herself in the snow to keep warm, and easily fell asleep for the first time in two days. When Ava awoke, several hours later, she popped out of the snow like a spring daisy. Brushing off the snow, Ava looked around. It was day now and it was calm. The skies were blue, cotton ball clouds drifted lazily above, and snow covered everything.

Ava now realized how hungry she was. She couldn't remember the last time she ate. With another look around, Ava knew she wasn't going to find any food nearby. She picked up a handful of snow looking at it dubiously. Then she shoved it in her mouth and began to chew it. She shuddered. It tasted like shaved ice without the syrup. It definitely wasn't good, but it was something. She ate another two handfuls before she couldn't take anymore. It chilled her from the inside out.

Her hair now hung around her shoulders looking ragged. The elastic tie that held it up had broken, and was lost days ago. Ava stood up and began to walk around, hoping it would warm her up. After wandering for a while Ava came to a small clearing. There wasn't much there besides a few rocks scattered around the snow covered ground.

Ava began to turn and walk on, when movement caught her eye. She turned around to gaze at a pile of rocks, where she thought she saw movement. Seeing nothing, Ava began to walk off when she thought she spotted movement again. Ava turned to look at a cluster of bushes near the boulders.

"Nothing again? This is bizarre." Ava mumbled to herself.

Before she could turn away, Ava saw something in the bushes moving. Ava gasped when she saw one of the bushes become blurry and moving away from the rest.

"I'm going crazy..." Ava whispered

The bush changed shape, and turned a rusty brown color. Now it looked more like a large reptile, with a fanged grin.

"It's like a big chameleon." Ava observed.

It had stunning yellow eyes that stared straight at her. Ava held her breath, as the reptile's leafy looking antennae flicked back and forth. Stepping forward into the sun, the creature's burgundy scales sparkled and gleamed. Ava tensed as it stepped closer. She knew animals could read emotions, so she tried her best to give off confidence. The creature came closer, and stretched out its neck to sniff her. Its head was an odd triangular shape. But its face was very expressive.

The beast tilted its head curiously to either side, as if contemplating what to do with her. It walked around Ava, sniffing her, and examining her. As it circled her Ava stood stock still. Coming back around in front of her, it sniffed her again. Then it grunted and walked off like Ava was just part of the landscape. It seemed to no longer care about her, disappearing into the trees. Ava took a deep breath and tried to calm herself. She began walking into the forest, making sure she went the opposite direction of where the reptile went.

Ava walked for a few hours before sitting down to rest. She ate a few handfuls of snow to partially quench her thirst, then leaned back against the trunk of a tree and let the sunlight fall on her face.

After several minutes she heard something walk up. It stopped to stand in of front of her. She slowly opened her eyes. In front of her stood another strange creature, entirely different from the previous beast. It was much larger, standing around ten feet tall. Its scales were light blue with some green and slight red accents. It had a crown of yellow horns coming from the back of its head. Its tail was covered in spikes and large claws tipped both feet. Ava could tell this creature could be deadly. It squawked and flapped its two huge wings. It cocked its head to the side, looking at Ava. She knew it could see her. The creature cackled, and then charged at her. Ava couldn't hold in her scream, she leapt up and took off through the trees.

Ava could hear the crack of the tree trunk when the creature ran into it head first. Suddenly it was right behind her. Squawking and flapping its wings in hot pursuit. Ava lengthened her stride, pumping her arms and pushing her legs to take her as fast as she could go. Her pursuer hopped onto a fallen log, and with a leap fluttered after her, landing and running even faster than before. Ava was well aware of her tendency to be clumsy, and was extra careful. She looked at the ground in front of her as often as she searched for a path ahead of her. If she should trip on a root, or stumble over a stone, that one mistake could cost her life. She heard the avian reptile's beak snap behind her.

"Go away!" Ava shouted to the creature.

Ava vaulted over a downed tree, and began to climb a steep hill. She was running out of breath trying to scramble up the hill at the same speed she held on flat ground. As she reached the top, her toe got hooked in a tree root she had overlooked. Ava shrieked as she started falling forward. Right before she hit the ground, her toe unhooked from the root and she tumbled down the hill. Ava gained speed as she went down, so much that she rolled several feet beyond the hill, stopping abruptly as she collided with a boulder. Ava groaned as she got up.

"Everything hurts..." She mumbled

Ava felt a sudden sharp pain in her right shoulder, and left lower back. She turned to see the creature at the top of the hill, tail extended. It cackled and flapped its wings. It leapt and landed at the base of the hill. Ava's arm started to tingle. The animal cocked its head, weaving back and forth. It flicked its spiked tail, ready to lunge. Ava backed up, right into the boulder. She felt something dig into her right shoulder when she pressed against the rock. Suppressing a scream she whimpered instead. She sat a moment to take a breath, and then shot off the ground towards the edge of the clearing. The animal easily jumped over to block her path. Ava's arm and hip had gone numb, her shoulder ached, and she was becoming increasingly irritated that this creature seemed to prefer playing with her instead of killing her quickly. The creature snapped its beak at Ava, narrowly missing as she darted to the side. The beast followed easily, and kicked out a clawed foot, knocking her to the ground. Ava lay in the dirt looking up at the creature as it was about to rip her to shreds when she heard something from the edge of the clearing.

"Hey!"

Ava looked to see where the noise came from. A boy, in dressed in various naturally colored pieces of clothing, and tousled auburn hair stood at the edge of the clearing. He had one feature Ava couldn't ignore, starting below the knee of his left leg, was a metal prosthetic. His other leg was whole, and wore a furry leather boot. Ava watched as he walked swiftly over to the creature that still stood over her. He seemed to have no trouble getting around despite his handicap.

The animal stared at him, and he stared right back at it. The creature backed up a few steps and flapped its wings, squawking and cackling at him. The animal seemed to be attempting to intimidate him. It stared at him in surprise when he held his ground and made a burping noise. The boy walked right up to it, holding out his hands, and whispering soothing words Ava couldn't quite understand. Her vision was starting to swim. She tried hard to focus on the boy, who was now standing inches from the animal, his hand reaching towards it. Black dots danced in front of her eyes blocking most of her vision. The animal sighed and walked away as if it had been dismissed. The last thing Ava saw before she totally passed out was a metal leg and furry boot walking through the grass.

She felt very warm. The warmest she had felt since she left Florida. Ava sat up and blinked a few times. She was in a bed, with many layers of soft furs covering her. She began to examine the room. She was alone, and the room was empty, except for a table to her left beside the bed. A fire blazed in a fireplace along the wall to her left, giving off plenty of heat to warm the room, and providing the only light. A kettle hung near it, steam pouring out the spout and under the lid. The walls and roof were made of thick sturdy looking wood boards. Ava couldn't see much else since the room was dim. Ava heard the creak of metal hinges and looked up. She saw the boy from the woods emerge from a door in the corner, on the wall perpendicular to the hearth. He smiled at her and stood near the foot of the bed. He began speaking in a language that Ava couldn't understand. She had never heard anything like it before. He seemed to notice the confused expression on Ava's face and changed tactics.

"Do you speak English then?" He asked.

Ava was too surprised to speak. She just stared at him.

"I'll take that as a yes." He continued, "My name is Hiccup."

"Ava..." Ava started in a whisper. "My name is Ava. Ava Livingston."

"Nice to meet you, Ava." Hiccup replied. "How did you get here?"

"I uh... Crashed. In the ocean. And I drifted for days before I came to this island." Ava quickly explained.

"You were wearing some pretty strange clothing when I found you. Where are you from?" Hiccup asked.

Ava quickly looked down at her clothes, wide eyed, which were now replaced by a scratchy wool tunic and leggings.

"Where did I get these?" Ava asked in shock. The level of awkward in the current situation was rising to a place Ava did not find comfortable.

"Thorn gave them to you. She's our apprentice healer. She's been taking care of you since I brought you back."

Ava let out a sigh of relief. "Where are my clothes?" Ava asked.

Just as Ava finished her question a girl came through the door carrying a bowl. She looked not much older than Ava herself. Her brown hair was twisted in long braids that hung down to her waist. She wore clothes similar to the garments Ava currently wore.

"I'm washing them for you. But I think you might prefer what you have on. You won't stand out as much." She winked

"That is Thorn." Hiccup said gesturing the strange girl.

Thorn set the bowl on the floor as she crouched by the fireplace. She carefully took the kettle, and poured a steaming liquid into the bowl. She then picked it up and set it on the table by the bed.

"I'm sure you're hungry. Eat some soup if you feel like it. I have to go mix your medicine, I'll be back later." Thorn said as she turned and left the room.

"What happened to me?" Ava asked a little startled.

"You got struck with some spikes from the Nadder. They are poisonous. But after some rest and the medicine Thorn is making, you should be fine." Hiccup explained.

As Ava turned to pick up the bowl of soup, she felt a searing pain in her hip, going all the way up her left side. When she stretched her right arm, her shoulder also burned with the stinging sensation. She cringed at the pain. Hiccup kindly walked over and handed the bowl of soup to her.

"Thank you." Ava said, remembering her manners.

She took the wooden spoon Thorn had laid by the bowl and began to eat. It took all of Ava's strength not to shudder at the flavor. The soup was extremely bland. There was a slight flavor of some type of meat she couldn't make out. Even the chunks of meat and pieces of vegetables had little flavor. Though it was likely much more nutritious, the soup wasn't much better than eating snow. At least it's warm. Ava reminded herself.

"I'll let you rest now. I'll come back later and if you're feeling better, I can give you a quick tour around the village." Hiccup promised.

"I'd like that very much." Ava replied, "Thank you, for all this."

"No problem" Hiccup assured her.

After Ava had finished the soup, Thorn removed the bandages wrapped around her shoulder, and on her side, applying the mixture of medicinal herbs before wrapping her wounds in clean, cloth bandages. True to his word, Hiccup returned later that day. Thorn came in to announce his arrival. Ava was feeling a little better with some real food in her stomach, and decided to go see the village. Thorn brought Ava more clothes to put on before she went out. Ava now had a fur vest, cloth sash to tie her tunic, wool socks, and furry boots.

As she passed through, Ava looked around the front room of Thorn's home. To the right of the door to Ava's room, were stairs leading to the next floor. In the middle of the room, there was a large wooden table and four wooden chairs. Cabinets hung on the walls over a counter in the corner, which was covered with bowls, and various herbs. Stepping out the front door Ava was met with a chilly wind. She was grateful for the extra layers of clothing Thorn insisted on. The view was breath taking. Lush grass covered the ground, till it dropped off at a cliff. Past the cliff was the ocean, a deep blue color that met the pale blue sky. White wispy clouds hung high above her.

"Glad you're feeling better." Hiccup said. "Well, this is Berk. We Vikings have lived here for many generations. It snows nine months of the year, and hails the other three."

"Wow, that doesn't sound very pleasant." Ava commented

"What's it like where you're from?" Hiccup asked. "You didn't tell me earlier."

"Oh!" Ava exclaimed, "I'm from Florida, it's warm and sunny most of the time. In summer it rains almost every day. In winter it gets chilly, not nearly as cold as here though. And it never snows."

"I haven't heard of it before. Sounds nice though. I can't imagine living somewhere it never snows." Hiccup replied as he started pointing out areas of interest.

Ava followed him along a stone path, enjoying the vivid scenery and unique architecture. Hiccup pointed to a house in the highest area of the village "That's my house there." He said.

As Ava looked up, a roar sounded throughout the village. A large black beast leapt from the roof of the house Hiccup had just pointed to, and charged at them. Wings outstretched, green eyes wide, mouth open. Ava screamed and jumped away. The animal ran right into Hiccup, knocking him over. The beast stood over him tongue lolling out. Ava shrieked again which produced chuckles from a few nearby Vikings. Hiccup pushed the creature's snout away, and got up. Ava's puzzled expression got a laugh out of Hiccup too.

"This is Toothless." Hiccup said, "He's a Night Fury, one of the rarest breeds of dragons. And he's my best friend." Ava's jaw dropped. "That's what is special about Berk. We train dragons." Ava was speechless. She could only nod her head. "Come on bud you can follow along now." Hiccup said to the dragon.

Toothless cooed happily and trotted along behind them. Hiccup continued the tour with a stroll by the docks, and then towards the center of the village.

A large man yelled from the forge in the same foreign language Hiccup had first spoken to Ava with. His blond mustache was tied in two knotted braids. He waved a hammer at them as a signal to come over.

"That's Gobber. He's the blacksmith. I've been his apprentice since I was little." Hiccup explained as they made their way over. "Hi Gobber, this is Ava. She's visiting for a while and only speaks English." Hiccup explained.

Ava was flattered he spoke in English so she could understand their conversation.

"I've been working overtime to get all these orders finished on time. And on top o' all that, I've got all the weapons to repair. You can't keep runnin' off all the time Hiccup!" Gobber scolded as Hiccup entered the forge. Ava stood at the window. Now that she had gotten closer, she realized the hammer was attached to a metal cap where the man's hand had been taken off. He had a peg leg and metal tooth as well.

Looking over a sheet of paper he replied casually "I'll help you catch up later Gobber, I promised Ava I would show her around for a bit." Ava suspected the negotiations were typical. But she felt slightly uncomfortable alone outside with the dragon. Toothless stood behind Ava, peering in the smithy over her shoulder.

Hiccup exited the forge and began to lead them on. They began down another stone road, with various buildings on either side of it. Vikings came and went, going in and out of buildings. All around her the same foreign language was spoken. She was curious to find out what it was, but before she could ask, she heard a female voice yelling what must have been Hiccup's name in their native tongue. Toothless perked his ears at the shrill voice, looking in the direction it came from.

"Hi Astrid." Hiccup began in English.

The girl's thick blond braid swung as she turned towards Ava, peeking through her long bangs at the stranger.

"Who is that?" She demanded seeming to catch on Ava didn't speak their language when Hiccup greeted her in English.

"This is Ava Livingston. The girl I found in the forest yesterday." Hiccup explained again. Ava was surprised at his patience. He had repeated the same explanation numerous times and just said it again without any sign of annoyance, which Ava usually would have exhibited by now.

"Oh, her." Astrid scoffed, "You won't be late to training today will you?"

"No, I'll be there." Hiccup assured her.

"See you later then." Astrid said saucily as she strode off into the crowd.

"Alright, just a few more places, I have to get to the academy." Hiccup said as he started walking again.


	3. Introductions

**Introductions**

They soon arrived at Hiccup's destination. Previously the dragon killing ring, it was now the dragon training arena.

"In the afternoons we give dragon training lessons to any of the villagers interested in learning more about dragons. It doesn't look like anyone came today, why don't you come down and meet the rest of the academy members?" Hiccup suggested kindly.

"Um, ok." Ava replied, a little uncertainly as he led her down the double gated tunnel to the arena entrance. Toothless still trailed them happily, not at all concerned about walking through the ominous tunnel.

Five teens stood near the center of the arena, all casually chatting. With so many conversations going on, Ava couldn't make out what anyone was saying. It didn't help that English was not being spoken either. Hiccup boldly walked to the front of the group, with Ava gingerly tiptoeing behind him.

"Everyone! Can I have your attention please?" Hiccup announced politely. Silence followed as the teens turned to face him. "You've all heard about the mysterious girl found off Raven's Point yesterday," He began, pausing when they nodded and mumbled quietly. "and I've brought her here to meet you." He finished, gesturing to Ava, half hidden behind him.

"Her name is Ava Livingston, she washed ashore on Berk, and was attacked by a wild Nadder." A few gasps escaped the small crowd. "She is from...Florida," he paused, pronouncing the unfamiliar name deliberately.

Ava gave a small nod from her place beside him, as some of the teens shifted their gaze onto her.

"and will be staying in Berk until she is healed, and ready to go home." He finished authoritatively.

"Cool." The first response came from a boy with long blond hair, standing near a very similar looking girl.

"Yeah!" The girl exclaimed, giving the boy who seemed to be her brother, a fist bump.

"I guess I should introduce everybody." Hiccup said, turning to Ava.

She hesitated for a moment, shooting a glance at the group of teens before them, before giving him a quick nod.

"All right!" He exclaimed happily. Gesturing to the sassy blond they met before, he said "That's Astrid, you already met her." She stood with her arms crossed, giving a slight nod of acknowledgement. "And Snotlout." He continued pointing towards a muscular young man who flexed his muscles and flicked his shaggy black hair out of his face.

Ava rolled her eyes, and looked towards Hiccup as he introduced the next person.

"Fishlegs, and last, but not least," someone snorted at that, "is the twins. Tuffnut," He gestured to the boy, "and Ruffnut." Pointing towards the girl.

Everyone was looking at Ava curiously. "Um... it's uh... nice to meet you." She stammered shyly.

"Now that you've met us, why don't you meet our dragons?" Fishlegs suggested excitedly.

"Oh yeah! Meet mine first! He's the coolest." Tuffnut broke in.

"Our dragon, elf-brain! We share him remember?" Ruffnut corrected tartly.

"Uh, sure..." Ava replied quietly, looking worriedly at Hiccup when each twin grabbed an arm and started to pull her away. Hiccup smiled at her and followed them over.

Now Ava noticed large masses scattered in the shade to the right side of the arena. When the twins approached, two green and brown heads rose up. The rest of the dragon appeared as it approached them, breaking away from the cluster. Ava held in a small scream when she saw the whole thing. It was large, green, scaley, and had two heads. Because of its strange anatomy, its movements were quite comical. The heads bobbed alternately, and its two tails swayed back and forth.

Once it was near, the heads lowered, the right head getting its chin scratched by Ruffnut.

"This ones mine." Tuffnut said as he slung his arm over the dragon's left head. "His names Belch. He makes the sparks to light Barf's gas."

Fishlegs noticed Ava's confused expression and began to elaborate.

"The Hideous Zippleback is a very exotic dragon. Unlike other dragons, one head breathes gas, and the other lights it, causing it to explode."

_It's not that ugly_. Ava thought to herself as she curiously watched the dragon interact with its riders.

"Yeah it's awesome. Wanna see?" Tuffnut broke in, turning towards his dragon.

"Not right now Tuff, maybe you could show her during training tomorrow." Hiccup suggested quickly.

"Oh, good idea, it'll look totally epic then."

Ava gave a sigh of relief, only to jump slightly when she was tapped on the shoulder.

"Hey, you wanna see a real dragon? Check out Hookfang." Snotlout challenged as a large copper mass began to stir. A gargantuan dragon uncurled itself, and crawled over, its long claws clicking on the stone floor. Its appearance was quite crocodilian, especially with its toothy grin.

"A Monstrous Nightmare." Fishlegs stated indifferently.

"He's very big." Ava commented bashfully, thinking that monster could easily be found in her nightmares.

"Yep." His loud response startled her slightly. "Biggest dragon on Berk." He added proudly.

Ava gave a small wave as she turned to move on to the next dragon.

"Hey Ava, over here!" Fishlegs exclaimed.

Ava stepped cautiously to where the large boy stood.

"Meet Meatlug." He said lovingly, as he stroked a rocklike dragon. A happy purr emanated from deep within the dragon as it leaned in to the boy's fingers, scratching under her chin. "She's a Gronkle. One of the sweetest, cutest, nicest..." Ava turned away as he trailed off, crooning to his dragon.

She strode over to where Astrid stood with her dragon. It was large, blue, and very similar to the beast that attacked her the day before.

"What kind of dragon is that?" She asked innocently.

"Deadly Nadder." Astrid replied, emphasizing the word deadly.

"Looks a lot like what attacked me in the forest." Ava stated suspiciously.

"Stormfly wouldn't do that." Fishlegs piped in. "Even a newly tamed wild dragon wouldn't do that. And Stormfly's had a lot of training."

"He's right." Hiccup added, "You were chased by a wild dragon. If that had been Stormfly, I would've known. Right bud?" He said looking down as he patted his dragon's head.

"Well now that all the introductions are over with, and we don't have anyone here for lessons, let's use this time to catch up on what we missed when the morning meeting was cut short."

The teens groaned, and dragged themselves over to a few benches that sat near the entrance. Ava took a seat in the back row. Hiccup began with a report of his patrols, followed by Fishlegs who informed the group of a slight update he had made to the Book Of Dragons, and the quality of fish the feeders were filled with that day. Other similar reports were given by each teen, apparently they were required to share any important details of their designated chores for the day.

When the meeting was over, the teens and their respective dragons began to file out of the arena and return to their homes.

"Since you're feeling better now, you won't have to stay with Thorn." Hiccup announced. "There's a house on the west side of the village that was owned by a tradesman. He and his family moved south last spring, and the chief is offering it to you for your stay."

"Wow, how nice. Please give him my thanks."

"Oh I will." He said smiling. "Do you want me to walk you there?"

"I think I can find it."

"It's almost dark." He said concernedly.

"It's not too far. I need to get used to finding my way around." She smiled.

"Alright, if you need anything just ask. But don't go near the house with the cabbage patch." He warned.

Ava gave him a quizzical look and sauntered towards the exit. She started down the dirt path towards the west side of the village, when she was hit with a strong breeze. She gasped as the dark dragon flew overhead, its rider waving as they glided north. Ava smiled to herself and continued walking.

The light was fading fast, now that the sun had disappeared over the horizon. The stars were hidden behind a thick layer of clouds, preventing them from illuminating the night. Ava had passed through the village, and took the lower fork, that went along the base of a short cliff continuing west. Foliage lined the path, blocking out any light that stretched from the densest part of the village.

A soft breeze forced the leaves to dance, playing an eerie song for a young woman walking alone in the dark. Her confidence departed faster the farther she got from the central part of the village. Ava thought she was hearing strange sounds. Other sounds than just the wind. When a bush rustled out of place with the wind's song, Ava whirled around, just to find nothing. She chuckled and resumed walking. The path began to curve to the right, hugging the cliff, and creating a corner ahead. Ava creeped forward and peered around the edge of the cliff. The coast was clear, and she continued on, giggling at her antics.

She jumped when she thought she heard a branch move, her hilarity gone in an instant. She searched the tree line in the darkness, and thought she saw a clump of limbs moving. Ava took off at a brisk walk, wishing this path would end soon. She carried on a few minutes before she stopped abruptly, throwing her hands in the air with a snort.

"This is ridiculous!" She scolded herself. "You are almost a legal adult in the US, you are perfectly capable of walking yourself home in the dark."

As she chided herself a twig snapped in the bushes nearby. Ava squealed and took off running. She could swear she heard something behind her, but she was too scared to look. As she came over a hill, she spotted the lonely two story house. Lengthening her stride and sprinting as fast as she could, she was closing the distance between her and the front door. She raced up the path and slammed into the house, throwing open the door. She burst inside and after firmly shutting the door, leaned all her weight against it, ready for the impact of whatever had been pursuing her.

When nothing came, she slumped down and sat on the ground, leaning on the door as she scanned the room. A small fire-pit sat in the center, with a table nearby, and cupboards lining the right wall. On the back wall a wooden staircase led to the second floor. Ava slowly stood up, and cautiously removed her weight from the door. She crept across the room, and up the stairs. The loft covered only a third of the downstairs. The ceiling was low, like the loft was a rough addition. A crude bed was the only thing there.

Ava returned to the ground floor and examined the fire pit. It had been cleaned of any ashes, and was completely empty. Scanning the room again, she realized the firewood must be outside.

"I'm not going out there again. So much for a cozy fire." She sighed to herself as she returned to the loft.

Eying the bed skeptically, she climbed in and wrapped the wool blanket around her. There was no mattress, only the wooden boards.

_This is like sleeping on a table! I'm never going to get any sleep_. She thought as she turned over, trying to find a comfortable position. She hadn't realized how tired she was, as she soon fell soundly asleep.


	4. Exploration

**Exploration**

Opening her eyes groggily, Ava looked up at a very close, wooden ceiling. She sat up with a yawn, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. The memories of the past few days came flooding back to her. "Alright let's get going Ava." She groaned, rolling out of bed. She rolled her shoulder, trying to get the sore muscles to relax. She unwound the bandages to inspect the damage the wild Nadder had caused. The wound where the spine had punctured the shoulder was healing nicely. A scab was just starting to form, but could easily break open again, so Ava bound it tightly in clean bandages. She twisted slightly, trying to ignore the burning that shot up her left side. The wound on her hip was an angry red, and had not begun to scab over. She made a mental note to visit Thorn soon.

She smoothed down her clothes, and tried valiantly to tame her hair by combing her fingers through it. Giving up, she strode out the door and down the tree lined path she traveled the previous night. There was no sign of any strange monsters out to get her this morning. Her stomach grumbled along the way, begging to be fed. The sun shone brightly; there was barely a cloud in the sky to obstruct the warm rays. The breeze had died down since the night before and although it was slightly warmer with the absence of the wind-chill, it was nowhere near as warm as Ava liked. As she arrived near the central part of the village she heard a voice calling out to her.

"Well, well, well, look who's finally awake." It was Astrid, standing below a refurbished torch tower. A glance at the feeding dragons confirmed Astrid was waiting for her Nadder to finish feeding.

Snotlout called out from a short distance away, below another feeder "Nice of you to join us."

Ava gave a sheepish wave; the village seemed to be in the thick of morning chores, everyone bustling around her. _Looks like I missed breakfast_. She thought disappointedly, her stomach growling again.

"Hey there you are. I was getting a little worried." Hiccup called as he strode towards her, Toothless close behind. "We're heading over to the ring for the morning meeting and dragon training. Want to watch?"

"Sure." She replied excitedly, now she got to see them in action.

Fishlegs was already at the arena, brushing Meatlug while she swallowed rocks from the pile before her. He was securing the last strap of his saddle when Snotlout and the twins flew in. Ava leaned against the bars of the arena, on ground level, and watched from above. They seemed to be assigning the day's chores, and explaining the morning's objective for training. Hiccup stood in front of the group, gesturing towards a board full of papers behind him. Ava couldn't hear what anyone was saying, so she patiently waited until they mounted their dragons. Hiccup rolled the board over to the side of the arena while Snotlout and the twins moved the table and benches. Once everything was out of the way, they mounted their dragons.

They each took to the air, and began flying around the perimeter of the ring. Each dragon and rider team flew at a different altitude, some going clockwise, others going counterclockwise. To Ava it seemed very chaotic, and not at all educational. Some dragons began flaming the ground. _No not the ground_. Ava realized there were targets set up around the arena. She hadn't noticed them before. There were twelve total, and only ten left standing.

Astrid attempted to fire on a target, but Stormfly withdrew before she shot, to avoid hitting the twins passing below obliviously. Astrid was not at all happy about that, and whispered something Ava guessed was obscene. Snotlout flew at the highest altitude, not doing much. There was rarely a time when there was not a dragon under him, preventing Hookfang from spewing any liquid fire on the targets below. Because of his sheer size, the Monstrous Nightmare had a difficult time maneuvering between the other dragons in the cramped arena, so they glided in circles, watching the others below. Fishlegs buzzed around counterclockwise, he had taken out a target and was waiting for the opportunity to set fire to another.

Toothless flew clockwise, darting between other dragons, constantly changing altitude. Most often he dodged whoever was coming at him, but occasionally the oncoming dragon would move slightly and they would pass each other. They had already taken out three targets, and were aiming for another. But before Toothless could release a plasma blast, the target burst into flame, Stormfly had beat him to it, swooping down, then climbing to their original altitude to pass over them flying counterclockwise.

The twins truly were trying, but they could never decide what to do. One would say "up" when the other demanded "down". Everyone avoided flying near the twins, aware their dysfunctional riding habits, and steered clear of flying in their path. The very confused Zippleback was beginning to grow impatient, it could tell they were supposed to be taking down targets, and did not enjoy watching all the other dragons were beating them to it

.

Finally Stormfly lit up the last target, and Hiccup called for them all to land. He began another lecture, offering advice to those in need of improvement. When they were dismissed, they had been in the arena about two hours.

Ava's curiosity was killing her, as soon as he emerged from the tunnel entrance, she trotted up to him. "So what was that all about?" She asked enthusiastically.

"The training exercise?" He asked, slightly confused.

"Yeah, all that flying around, and blowing things up."

"Well today we were working on precision flying in confined spaces, and communication between riders. I think you probably noticed the communication needs work more than anything else." He explained looking slightly embarrassed.

"Wow that's really interesting. I had no idea training dragons was so complex."

"That was just riding dragons." Hiccup replied knowingly. "You haven't seen much of the training yet."

Ava's eyes grew wide. "There's so much I don't know."

"How about we get started on that?" Hiccup suggested merrily.

"Really?" Ava asked, slightly shocked.

"Yeah, how about an aerial tour of Berk? You didn't get a very thorough one yesterday."

"Yes! I'd love to! When will we go?"

"I was thinking right now. I got stall duty today, but I can do that later." He grinned.

Toothless seemed to know something was up, his head darting back and forth as the teens talked. His ears perked when his friend turned towards him, patting his head, and bounding into the saddle. Toothless arched his back, and gave a little shiver of excitement, as his rider's feet clicked into place in the stirrups, and his harness attached to the saddle.

"Just climb up here, behind me." Hiccup instructed.

Ava obeyed quickly, giddy with excitement as she settled down behind him, laying her hands on her thighs. She didn't know much about dragons, but she knew enough to know that riding on Toothless was no small thing. She could feel the dragon crouch low, readying himself for takeoff. Toothless waited obediently for Hiccup to give him the command to fly, anticipation growing as he held his position.

"Now hold on tight," Hiccup warned. "It's a pretty fast take off."

Ava's expression grew slightly concerned, and she immediately circled her arms tightly around Hiccup's waist. He leaned forward and whispered to Toothless, who responded with a powerful leap, and mighty wing beats to carry them into the sky. Ava's head was snapped back painfully, and the wind slapped her face, causing her to screw her eyes shut. She decided she wasn't missing much, she could feel the majority of her hair blowing in her face.

Hiccup kept Toothless flying low, gliding steadily on the air currents. Ava felt a little more comfortable, now that she was getting a feel for the dragon's movements. She cautiously brought up a hand to pull her hair out of her face, hugging tight with the other. Slowly she opened her eyes, looking at the landscape around them. They were very low over the village, gliding along smoothly. When they reached the end, they circled around and went back over it.

"What do you think?" Hiccup yelled, the wind carrying his voice back to Ava.

"Amazing! It looks so different from the air." She shouted back.

Hiccup pointed out other areas of the village, the armory, food stores, animal barns, and many others. Once she had seen most of the village, he took them out over the ocean, for a good view of the whole island.

"It's breathtaking." She commented, leaning forward where she could be heard.

Hiccup crouched low over Toothless' neck, whispering into his large ears. Ava thought she heard him say "fun" and caught a mischievous glint in his eye when he glanced behind him. Toothless began beating his wings faster; gaining speed before he started a climb that quickly became vertical. Ava screamed and hugged Hiccup tightly, feeling very close to falling off. The position she held made her hip sting madly, but she preferred pain over death. They had gained a considerable amount of altitude in just a few minutes, and seemed to pause in the air as they curved downward for a dive. She could feel herself being lifted off the saddle, and reacted quickly, wrapping her legs around the dragon to keep herself seated. Ava wanted to bury her face in Hiccup's furry vest, but she couldn't tear her eyes away from the ocean below, quickly rushing to meet them. Just above the waves, Toothless spread his wings, and they took off with incredible speed over the water.

Ava had screeched from the peak of the climb, till they pulled out of the dive. She took a breath when they leveled out, and carried on her shriek as they raced over the waves. They were approaching a cluster of sea stacks that looked formidable to Ava. Toothless took the challenge in stride, familiar with all the terrain around Berk. They darted between pillars of rock, twisting and turning, never slowing down. At each turn Ava was tossed around behind Hiccup. She felt dangerously close to falling, unable to keep herself balanced for more than a few seconds. Each time she was jerked pains danced across her body. Burning up her side, and throbbing in her shoulder. She could not fathom how the toothpick of a boy in front of her stayed to steady in the saddle, especially with her pulling on him to keep herself up.

They emerged from the sea stacks over a forest, and Hiccup instructed Toothless to slow. He responded grudgingly, lifting his wings to catch air, and beginning to glide lazily over the treetops. Ava relaxed slightly, trying desperately to ease the pain.

"HICCUP HORRENDOUS HADDOCK THE THIRD," Ava screeched angrily, her voice echoed loudly, disturbing the peaceful atmosphere. "Don't you ever do that again!"

She squeezed his shoulders firmly, her fingernails digging in. She seethed silently behind him, waiting for an explanation.

"Sorry, I totally deserved that. I just wanted to see what you were made of. You actually did pretty well." He smirked

She was flattered by his praise, but growled in response. She was still quite peeved at him. "Well I definitely have a new appreciation for Toothless." She said after a while of flying in silence. She was also secretly glad she had missed breakfast that morning; she might have lost it on the last portion of the flight if she hadn't.

"Yeah, he's a great dragon." Hiccup replied distractedly while scratching Toothless' neck. "Ready to head back to Berk?"

"Sure. But no tricks this time." Ava said quickly, both of them breaking into laughter.

Toothless did not seem amused by the humans antics. Toothless stayed vigilant, scanning the trees below and the clouds above. Perking his ears at any small noise. He tensed when he sensed something in the trees. Hiccup noticed the dragons' minute reaction and refocused his attention. He briefly searched the trees below, but found nothing.

"What is it bud?" Hiccup asked worriedly.

Toothless shook his head, no logger concerned with whatever creature had disturbed the foliage below. The forests were full of life after all. A glint of light from below momentarily shined in Ava's eyes, forcing her to look away.

"What was that?" She asked

"What?" Hiccup replied confusedly.

"Go back, I saw something."

Circling around for a second pass, the light was gone. But Toothless spotted something ahead, and took off after it. The sudden burst of speed took Ava by surprise, jerking her backwards. Her body protested to the rough treatment with a fresh wave of pain. Thankfully she had caught a hold on Hiccup's vest and pulled herself back into position. Dragon and riders fervently searched the treetops below them. Catching movement to her left, Ava pointed it out and Hiccup directed Toothless towards it. They briefly caught sight of a large fast moving creature, a grayish color that blended with the shadows. Hiccup instructed Toothless to land, diving down between branches and touching down lightly. The agility of such a large creature amazed Ava.

"What do you think it was?" She asked curiously.

"Most likely a dragon. They are the biggest things on Berk. But we've lost it now." He replied with disappointment. "We were probably over its territory."

They mounted Toothless and took to the skies. Hiccup pointed out some of the important landmarks on the way back to the village.

By the time they returned, lunch was being served. After eating, the local teens had to return to their work, leaving Ava alone for the afternoon. Her injuries were throbbing now, which she was getting tired of quickly. She popped over to Thorn's house and was given some ointments to apply. With her pain eased she decided to go for a walk around the village, to help familiarize herself. While walking by the sheep pastures, she noticed a trail of stones leading towards the woods. Curious, she followed the trail through the grass and into the trees. After walking in a series of turns and loops she found the trail ended in a small clearing. There was nothing out of the ordinary, and becoming disinterested, Ava turned to leave. Except the trail of stones was not behind her anymore, a little disoriented, she tried to stay calm and search the edges of the clearing for the trail she had followed.

It seemed to have vanished, leaving her stranded alone in the woods. A mysterious rustling sounded behind her, accompanied by loud stomping. Ava turned slowly to face whatever creature was tramping through the brush. It was not in sight, so Ava took the opportunity to hide behind a nearby tree. Adrenaline pumped through her veins, along with the fear that shook her whole body. She tried sneaking into the bushes, but it sounded like the creature was now somewhere in front of her. She darted back into the clearing, it seemed like there were monsters all around, waiting to devour her. Ava was panting now, she spun around each time she heard something behind her. An otherworldly roar sounded, accompanied by snarls and growls. Desperation shone in her eyes, Ava knew her life would be ending shortly.

Another menacing snarl came from the brush, but oddly broke off into wheezing. Ava looked up confusedly. A roar sounded on the opposite side of the clearing, but barely began before it transformed into a loud whoop. Very human sounding laughter could be heard in the bushes nearby. At this all fear was dispelled and replaced with boiling rage. Ava stormed towards the howling. Parting the bushes, she discovered the Ruffnut convulsing on the ground. Her brother was undoubtedly nearby.

"We were hoping for Fishlegs but... You... you should've seen your face!" She sputtered.

Tuffnut appeared, also shaking with laughter. "That was awesome! We totally got you."

"Which way is the village." She growled.

Ruffnut removed a hand from holding her middle and pointed in what supposedly was the direction of the village. She was unable to speak because she was laughing so hard it no sound came out. Tuffnut had collapsed on the ground next to his sister, and was slapping her shoulder.

Ava spun on her heel and stomped off, hoping dearly Ruffnut had told her the truth.


	5. Keeping Busy

**Keeping Busy**

Thankfully Ruffnut had given her the correct directions, and Ava arrived at the village shortly.

"Where have you been?" Snotlout quipped from his position leaning against a building.

"Are you going to play a trick on me too? Is this 'mess with the new girl day' or something?" Ava barked

Snotlout was quite taken aback, and whispered an apology. After her tirade, Ava marched further into the village. At the moment, she was not ready to interact with another human being, so she took the ramps down to the beach. Looking out at the horizon, nothing but sea and sky, and the ocean extending miles beyond it, Ava realized she may never get home.

Right then, more than anything she wanted to be with her best friend, Hailey. They had met when they were six years old. And quickly became friends. They would often talk for hours late into the night.

That was what she needed now. Someone to vent to, that would understand her feelings. Someone to just listen, and not try to tell her what she should do.

Thinking of her friend brought her thoughts to her parents. They had no idea where she was or if she was even still alive. Her thoughts raced in her head, dragging her down into a depression. She sank down into the sand, wrapping her arms around her legs and covering her face. She had managed to find a position that didn't cause either of her injuries to sear with pain. The breeze was light and crisp, swirling around her softly. The only sound was the roar of the ocean, and occasional squawk of a bird, until a light shuffling came from behind her. Ignoring it, she hugged her legs tighter and held her position.

"Ava... Are you alright?" It was Fishlegs.

She was getting tired of feeling sorry for herself, and decided to answer him.

"I'm just a kind of homesick. And having a bad day."

"Oh. I understand. Do you want me to go away?"

"No. You can stay. If you want. What are you doing down here anyway?"

He sat down in the sand beside her, the ground shaking slightly when his weight settled. "I was just getting Meatlug some rocks." The husky dragon ambled up and laid in the sand beside him. She wriggled a little to create a hollow and once comfortable, sighed and fell asleep.

"What's bothering you?" He asked kindly.

"The twins." She sighed resentfully. "And I guess I am. I just don't know anything. Nothing about Berk, where anything is, or what to do, nothing about dragons-"

"Haven't you read the Book of Dragons?" Fishlegs interjected.

"The what?" She replied confusedly

"The Book of Dragons is a book with everything we know about every dragon we know of. Studying that might get you caught up on your dragon knowledge."

"Where can I find it?" She asked, starting to come out of her sulky mood.

"It's kept in a chest at the academy. I put in all the new things we learn about dragons." He stated proudly. "Come with me, I'll show it to you."

Ava heaved herself out of the sand, and mounted Meatlug behind the large boy. The dragon began fluttering her tiny wings and rose several feet off the ground. Fishlegs directed her to ascend and she obeyed willingly. The Gronkle's flight was surprisingly smooth, but ridiculously slow. Ava was incredibly bored waiting for the dragon to reach the village. Ever so slowly they inched higher and higher until they were at the edge of the cliff. Once they were over Meatlug buzzed lazily towards the arena.

When they finally reached the academy, Ava vaulted off the dragon and almost ran towards the entrance. She bounced impatiently while Fishlegs retrieved the book. When he laid down the book at last, Ava was mesmerized. It had worn leather binding, with a dragon emblem on the cover. It was obvious it was frequently used, but was cared for meticulously. She gently stroked the aged leather, and carefully opened to the first page. She stared at it disappointedly.

"I can't read it." She said sadly.

"What do you mean?"

"I can only read English. Not... What is this?"

"Those are runes. That's what everyone reads and writes around here." He said casually.

"Can you teach me to read them?" She asked hopefully.

"I don't know. It would take a while. And you're not planning on staying too long, so it wouldn't be much use."

Being reminded of her supposedly temporary stay brought her down slightly. A frown began forming on her face.

"I have an idea. Why don't I read it to you, and you copy it to make your own book, in English!" He exclaimed happily.

"That's a great idea!" She replied enthusiastically, forgetting about her transportation troubles.

"I'll get some paper, and a quill." He added excitedly.

While Fishlegs hurried around collecting writing supplies, Ava pulled a bench over to a lone table in the arena. She pushed aside a few sheets and gadgets that were still scattered over it, clearing a place to work.

Once everything was ready, they situated themselves side by side and set to work. Printing small, neat letters word by word her own Book of Dragons was being formed before her very eyes. She forced herself to write slowly so it would be as consistent as possible. Ava would glance at the book every now and then, keeping the format of the original, while omitting the "kill on sight" and other incorrect information that littered the pages. She would frequently ask questions, genuinely curious about everything the book contained. They progressed slowly, having to stop and discuss what had been read quite often. It wasn't until the twins came to find them that they realized how late it was.

"Oh, there you guys are. Everybody's looking for you." Tuffnut stated, looking bored, but relieved to have finally finished his search.

"Yeah," Ruffnut added, "Fishlegs never misses a meal."

"I guess that's it for today. How many pages did we get done?" Fishlegs asked.

"Three. We haven't even finished the introduction." Ava replied dejectedly.

"How about we eat out here so we can work on it during dinner every night?" He suggested.

"That would be great." Ava smiled.

"Nerds." Ruffnut sneered, Tuffnut giggled beside her.

"See you tomorrow!" Ava called, walking towards the exit.

The sun was slipping over the horizon, taking a brilliant display of color with it. The sky that was still lit was warm pinks, corals and golds. On the opposite horizon, the mountain was draped in indigo and violet. Ava hurried home, she would rather not repeat what had happened last time she walked alone in the dark.

Making it to her house safely, Ava had enough time to bring in extra firewood and keep a cozy fire going all night. Beside the fact her stomach seemed to be trying to eat her from the inside after missing two meals that day, she wasn't terribly uncomfortable. She applied the ointment to her wounds, re-wrapped the bandages and laid down slowly on her wooden bed. The boards creaked under her weight but held strong. She rested soundly all night, and awoke early the next morning, determined to get some breakfast.

The sun was just peeking over the ocean when she headed for the great hall. Ava was ecstatic she had made it for breakfast, but was dismayed that she was almost too late. Feeling nauseous from hunger, she grabbed one of the few plates left, and sat at one of the many unoccupied tables. She took a small bite of the cold, bland food, resisting the urge to cringe. Today's meal was some kind of gruel. It had an odd consistency and the texture was disgusting. She ate slowly and sipped on a cup of water, longing for her mother's cooking. It wasn't the best, but at least it had flavorful spices.

When she finished her meal, she decided to swing by the academy and see if morning training had started. No one was there yet. And Ava didn't know what to do with herself. Standing by the academy alone, she looked around her at all the villagers busy at their various tasks and chores. She felt guilty for freeloading, and wished there was something she could help with. She decided to ask Hiccup if there was anything she could do to earn her keep. But before she could stride off in search of the boy, he landed his dragon nearby, just finishing a morning flight.

"Hey, Hiccup!" She waved to get his attention.

Looking around before spotting her, he waved and came over. "You're here pretty early to watch morning training." He chuckled.

"I wasn't sure if anyone would be here or not. But I wanted to ask you something."

He nodded, crossing his arms and waiting for her to voice her question.

"I was wondering if there was anything I could do to help out. I feel so useless eating all your food and giving nothing in return."

He chuckled and replied "You're our guest. You don't need to work for your food."

The fear of never getting home rushed on her again, making her slightly flustered. "I uh... Just want to help. You all work so hard. I have so much free time, I don't know what to do with myself, you would be doing me a favor if you gave me something to do."

Hiccup pondered for a few minutes, mulling over something in his mind. He seemed to come to a conclusion, and said "I know you would prefer to work with dragons, but you don't know enough to be able to do much, yet. The ranchers are short handed, so you could help them out while you study the Book of Dragons with Fishlegs." He finished with a devilish grin.

"How did you know about that?" Ava asked surprised.

"Nothing dragon related happens on Berk without me hearing about it." He grinned again.

He showed her the way to the barns, and introduced her to the Head of Animal Husbandry. She was instructed to return before dawn the next day. Ava didn't know how she was going to wake herself up without an alarm clock.

After Hiccup left her to do his own chores, she took another walk around, beginning to recognize landmarks, and particular paths. Ava was proud of herself for making it back in time for lunch. Maybe I'll make all three meals today. She thought to herself. After the meal she paid another visit to Thorn, who was quite pleased with the progress they were making on healing Ava's wounds. When she left Thorn's home the sun was just starting to descend into the western portion of the sky. Ava was unsure what time the sun rose or set on Berk, or even how long the days were. She wanted to get to bed right after dinner, so she went in search of Fishlegs, to ask if their translating could be done early.

Luckily he was free, and they made great progress over the afternoon. Ava was halfway through the introduction and her head was spinning with the flood of knowledge. Fishlegs had made many additions to the book since the days of the Dragon War. There was now a whole section on dragon behavior, based on facts and experience, rather than assumptions. There were also several chapters added on dragons dietary needs, and the effects of different foods on different dragon species. Ava couldn't believe what she read skimming over the index, and was dying with anticipation to get further along. They dispersed when dinner was served, and Ava went home promptly after. She remembered to apply her ointment before bed, but had trouble falling asleep so early.

When she finally did, it was a fitful sleep, waking every few hours afraid she would sleep too late. Every time she woke, she would lay quietly and listen, when the night was still she would go back to sleep. Eventually she awoke and the noises of the village just starting to wake could be heard faintly from the loft. She groaned miserably, wishing she could go back to sleep for another hour. She grudgingly made it through her morning routine of caring for her wounds, washing her face, and dressing in her outer clothes to protect against the frigid air outside. She eventually appeared for a quick breakfast at the great hall, falling asleep for a few minutes resting her head on her fist. Fishlegs had been the one to wake her, thankfully none of the other teens had noticed. She jogged to the barns, to warm herself, wake up, and to keep herself from being late.

The pre-dawn hours were spent caring for the animals, and taking an inventory. The first day Ava was made to care for the chickens. She had to check each one for injuries, and check it off the list. Despite the fact she could not read the jumbled rune markings, it wasn't difficult to understand each line was for each chicken. After marking it off the list, she then released it to scratch for insects and grain in the yard for the day. Ava soon found this was easier said than done. The animals were not fond of being handled by an unfamiliar human, and let it be known the entire morning. After the animals were cared for, they were let outside. They went out at sunrise, and came in at sunset, for a full day of grazing.

When the animals were out, the cleaning began. Ava was scratched, pecked, and in a foul mood when she was told to clean the chicken coop. She was handed a basket, bucket with scrub brush, shovel, and supplied with a wheelbarrow. First she collected the eggs, when the basket was full, she realized she had forgotten to ask what to do with them. Sheepishly asking one of the more friendly caretakers, she was instructed to take the eggs to a cart going out to the food storage. After dropping off the eggs, she set to work cleaning the coop. Shoveling out the droppings and scrubbing the nest boxes and perches. The odor permeated every surface and contaminated the air around the coop within a ten foot radius.

After she dumped the wheelbarrow, she drew water from the well to scrub the floors, which Ava found was much more difficult than she ever imagined. There was no fancy crank and pulley system. She had to haul up the bucket of water with a rough, frayed rope. She tugged and yanked, stumbling around like an idiot just to bring up half a bucket of water. It had clattered against the stone walls and spilled most of its contents. She had to draw three buckets just to fill hers to the brim. Ava hoped it would get easier to draw water with practice. When the cleaning solution became too dirty to use anymore, Ava grumpily tossed it over the grass and stomped back to the well. She had to empty and refill the small bucket numerous times before she had even finished the floor. Then moving on to the walls, nest boxes and perches. It took all morning, and was an incredible amount of work, but Ava felt very accomplished when she looked over the clean coop. Every surface was scrubbed clean, fresh bedding was in each box, and the air within and surrounding it no longer wreaked of bird droppings. She discovered later that it must have been weeks since the coop was cleaned before she started, because the birds were incapable of making such a horrendous mess in any short amount of time.

Ava was battered and bruised at lunch that day, much to some Vikings amusement. She ate quietly and listened to the dragon talk of the teens around the table. She was deeply disappointed she had to miss dragon training from now on, but at least she could talk to the trainers over lunch, and of course study the great Book of Dragons each night.

Ava was not required back at the barns until sunset, when the animals would be brought in, so she took the time to take another walk around Berk. She was almost able to find her way anywhere. She still took a wrong turn every now and then, but at least she knew where everything was.

Later that afternoon Ava dragged herself back to the barns for bringing in the animals. Again she was put in charge of the chickens. To her dismay, she was sent out to herd the birds in. But they were simply not having it. She had to chase down each one, and wrestle the individual inside the coop. Once they were in they calmed down, and perched themselves in a convenient place for watching the next entrance. As she brought in each chicken, she marked it off her list.

Thankfully none were missing, and she was greatly relieved when she released the last bird in the coop. It flew from her clutches, and pecked at her feet, seeming to want her to leave. Ava huffed, and opened a sack of grain, the coop went silent as each bird's beady eyes stared at her. But it only lasted for a moment before they went into a frenzy. Feathers flew everywhere while the birds clucked feverishly, scrabbling towards her. They swarmed around her feet, flew at her face, and covered her when she ended up falling to the ground and spilling the entire sack of grain. The bird's talons dug into her flesh as they hopped and fluttered in a mad dash towards the feed. Ava crawled away from the feasting birds, and got up from the ground, panting heavily. _When I said I wanted to help out, battling chickens all day was not my idea of helping_. She thought as she caught her breath.

The feeding frenzy eventually died down, with only a few small birds left pecking at the grains, Ava shooed them and they scurried away, cackling loudly as she picked up the sack, sweeping up what she could. When Ava had finished cleaning up the spilled feed, the birds were all resting contentedly in their clean nest boxes. _Ungrateful little monsters_. Ava thought as she left the coop quietly, and locked the door securely before heading to the arena for translating with Fishlegs.

She was exhausted, her arms were covered in scratches, straw, grain and feathers littered her clothes and hair, and she smelled of the abominable birds. They barely got through three pages before Ava couldn't keep her eyes open. She apologized to Fishlegs, and went home to bed. To start it all again the next day.

* * *

><p><strong>For those of you who have been reading from before, I hope you noticed I redid the first two chapters. If you didn't you should go back and read them! I'm going to try to keep updating often. Right now I'm going through what I have and putting it in order so when I get through it all updates might slow down a bit. I hope you all are enjoying my story! Reviews are treasured! Here are cookies for my two reviewers! (::) (::)<strong>
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On The Road

* * *

><p>After the first week of caring for the cursed birds, it seemed Ava had earned their respect. Getting them in or out was no longer a tortuous struggle. After two weeks they almost started to like her. When it was time to come in, the chickens wouldn't scatter and play chase like they had the first day. Some admitted defeat the minute she walked in the fence, and headed for the coop without any fuss. Others stubbornly remained defiant, scratching around until Ava went after them. They would flutter towards the coop a few yards, just far enough so they could peck around until Ava caught up.<p>

Ava was thankful that the birds had finally lost their initial dislike of her. Her arms definitely were. Feeding time had toned down slightly, but it was still chaotic. Ava hoped it would eventually become peaceful, but it felt like a far off wish.

Missing dragon training was always a disappointment. Here she was surrounded by creatures believed to be only things of fairy tales, and she spent her time with chickens. Studying the book of dragons was something she looked forward to each evening, but it wasn't satisfying enough. Sometimes she would daydream about having her own dragon to train and ride with the rest of the academy. But she wasn't sure if she could handle it. Listening to the teens talking about dragons during meals was both fascinating and confusing. Most of the topics that came up were so advanced, the only information Ava could connect with her studies was that it was about dragons. After all, the book was the basic knowledge the entire village grew up with. She had major catching up to do if she wanted to get to academy level.

With all this information making her head spin, she went into overload when Hiccup told her they had written other books about various dragon related topics. He had put together a book with his notes on saddles. Fishlegs had compiled information on the abilities of Terrible Terrors. And Astrid was working on a book for the uses of Nadder poison, a truly versatile substance.

Ava felt lost in the sea of knowledge that surrounded her, with no time to explore it. Even with the extra free time she had now that the chickens were more civilized, it still was barely enough to scratch the surface of what she wanted desperately to dive into.

Each moment she spent working on her copy of the book of dragons she gave it her all. She worked as quickly as she could without compromising legibility. And as much as she wanted to, she decided to not ask questions until she had the book finished.

She could not say she had too much free time anymore. In fact she had none at all. Every free moment she had was spent working on the Book of Dragons. When Fishlegs was unavailable, she would find some unsuspecting villager to read to her. Most often it would be the children who helped. They weren't as busy as their parents, and they were overly curious about the strange girl. There was one boy in particular who was her most willing helper. The smallest of the group, Gustav was quite an individual. What he lacked in size, he made up for in personality. The hardy little imp had his own helmet that never left his noggin, and he marched around the village with an air of confidence. In his free time, he chased around the teens from the academy, doing whatever they asked. Snotlout and the twins took full advantage of this, much to Hiccup's disappointment.

The boy was so interested in the Book he would occasionally seek Ava out and ask if she wanted him to read to her. He was just as chagrined as Ava when they had to end their sessions early. Seeing the shrimpy boy's expression so doleful cut her deep, and was the major motivator for finding ways to do her chores more efficiently each day.

By the fourth week Ava had her routine with the chickens down to a science. She had found the most efficient method of checking over a bird was stroking it from head to tail, then under the wings and down the legs. She could get the birds out in record time, and daily maintenance in the coop made cleaning a cinch.

Each morning took an average of an hour and a half. After that she had several hours before the midday meal, then until sunset to do as she pleased, which usually consisted of translating the Book of Dragons and bombarding Hiccup with questions. The best time to catch him was when he was working in the forge. While he hammered steel and sharpened blades he was more than happy to chat about his favorite subject.

Some days when Hiccup was too busy, Ava would look through any illustrated books about dragons she could find. Since she couldn't read the runes that covered most pages, she had to glean what she could from any diagrams or pictures between the copious amounts of text. When Gustav discovered where she disappeared to when she wasn't out and about in the village he started to visit the archives himself. Most of the information was outdated, focused on killing dragons, but it still held valuable pieces hidden in the gory details. Dragons were dragons after all and whether you wanted to kill them or train them, they still thought and reacted the same.

With Gustav reading to her while she examined maps and illustrations, they found a wealth of information, including the answers to some previously unanswered questions. Fishlegs commended them on their research, glad someone finally got to looking over all the documents in the archives. He set to work putting all the details in order so they could be added to the Book of Dragons.

The other children's jealousy did not go unnoticed. They were not at all happy the pipsqueak was her favorite. He followed her like a pet. Gustav was glad to do her bidding, but Ava preferred him as a friend more than a slave.

The eeriness of walking the seemingly haunted path to her house every day finally faded away. After walking it twice a day, in light and dark, without incident, she grew comfortable with it. In truth Ava was growing comfortable in Berk. The food still hadn't grown on her, but she didn't expect it ever would. Her days started to blend together in a blur of chickens and books until she stumbled upon a mystery.

Ava was lighthearted as she walked home from dinner that evening. The sun, a glowing orange orb was just beginning to meet the sapphire ocean. Thin, wispy lavender clouds drifted above her. Preoccupied with gazing at the clouds, Ava didn't notice the tiniest stone in the path ahead of her. Ever graceful Ava was unlucky enough to land her next step with the smooth pebble under the heel of her boot, causing her ankle to buckle, and flop to the ground in a heap. A thin cloud of dust began to settle back to the ground where it had been before it was disturbed.

Choking on the dusty air Ava was temporarily distracted from the growing pain in her shoulder. Her elbow took the brunt of the fall and sported a patch of raw skin through a hole in her sleeve. But unfortunately her right elbow was connected to her right shoulder, which still had not fully healed. _At least it's not dislocated_, Ava thought optimistically about her wrenched shoulder. Still slightly annoyed Ava carefully pushed herself off her stomach to a sitting position. When fully upright a glint caught her eye. She squinted and followed the gleam to find a pointed ivory object settled in the dust. She picked it up gently to examine it in her palm.

It was surprisingly weighty for an object its size. It was triangular in shape, with a slight curve and base was somewhat yellowed, it was quite a curious find.

Glancing at the darkening sky Ava knew all her friends would be home getting ready for bed. She didn't want to disturb them. The item fit nicely in her pocket, being only two inches in diameter it left plenty of room in the folds of the fabric for more treasures. Heaving herself off the ground Ava resumed her trek home.

In the month she had been living on Berk she had collected a few more household items. Items such as a much needed comb from one of the kind ladies who tended the sheep, a spool of twine Viking's duct tape, and a small knife that she kept strapped to a belt that Thorn had given her.

The habit of leaving her hair down was quickly dying with all the work she had been doing. It seemed anything she did, her long wavy locks got in the way. Whenever she leaned forward or bent down, it tumbled over her shoulders blocking her vision of anything but the small area straight below her. Berk's notorious breezes constantly blew it in her face, no matter which direction she traveled. As she tugged the comb through her golden mane she noticed it had grown two inches, for a length of almost three feet. Giving up on the idea of tangle free hair, Ava combed it back and separated it into three sections. Masterfully twisting each section and weaving them together, she quickly made a single braid. Cutting off a small length of twine, Ava knotted it around the tips feeling victorious.

_It may not be tamed but at least it's out of my way_, Ava thought happily. She wished for a mirror to check her work, but there were none she knew of on Berk. It's not like she went through everyone's private belongings searching for one, she just hadn't happened to notice one anywhere. She unbuckled her belt, and slipped off her boots. Scraping the last remains of ointment from the jar, Ava applied a thin layer to her wounds. They had almost fully healed. Surely there would be scars left, but there would be no lasting damage.

Ava began to sit down on her creaky wooden bed but quickly straightened back up when she felt a sharp prick at her hip. Stuffing her hand in her pocket, she felt something smooth and hard. Retrieving it she found the ivory object from earlier. Tiptoeing down the chilly wood carved stairs and across the board floor she set the treasure on the table by her knife. She padded quickly across the cold floor with her bare feet and made it upstairs and in bed in record time. Pulling the blankets close around her, she made herself as comfortable as she could to fall asleep for the night.

The next morning she awoke feeling rested. While waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness she stretched her arms and twisted her back getting a satisfying crack. She stood up and reached for her belt hung over a bed post. After buckling it she pulled on her socks and boots. Moving downstairs she went to the table for her knife, smiling when she saw the pointed ivory object from the day before. Strapping on her knife and pocketing her treasure, she stepped outside. The cool morning air nipped her cheeks, turning them a rosy color while the breeze played with her hair. The thick braid swung behind her as she walked, keeping most of her hair out of her way. A few short strands had escaped and they now hung around her face.

The routine she had created with the animals could be completed before the great hall stopped serving breakfast, so Ava usually went through her morning chores and ate alone, but not rushed, later. The chickens were familiar with the routine now, and clustered by the door expectantly. Without the struggles Ava breezed through checking over the birds. Once they were out she speedily cleaned the minor daily messes around the coop and headed for the great hall.

As usual the teens and almost everyone else had already eaten, leaving a practically deserted hall. Feeling her pocket to assure herself that her treasure had not fallen out, Ava grabbed a plate and found a table. She choked down her breakfast and dashed for the academy. She glanced down into the arena to make sure the teens hadn't left yet. They were at the tail end of their meeting, going over the performances of each rider in the day's exercise. Ava took a moment to compose herself before entering the arena. She paused in the tunnel to catch her breath and strode through the gate. She planned on taking a seat in the back and waiting for their meeting to end, but that plan quickly went out the window.

Upon seeing her Hiccup promptly ended the meeting. "Wow hi Ava, you don't usually show up for dragon training."

"Sorry I didn't mean to interrupt your meeting, I can come back later."

"No it's fine, we were almost done anyway," He replied good-naturedly. "What can we do for you?"

"Well I found something yesterday, and I don't know what it is. I thought maybe you would know." Bringing the small item out of her pocket, she laid it in her flat palm for him to see. This brought all the other curious teens out of their seats and crowded around in an instant.

"Is it a scale?" Snotout asked.

"Maybe it's a horn," Astrid suggested.

"Or a claw," Fishlegs added.

"I think it's a tooth," Hiccup stated as he held it up for a closer look. He ran his fingers across its smooth surface, feeling the tapered edges. He handed it to Fishlegs to allow him a look.

"It's not like any tooth I've seen. It's heavy," Fishlegs commented before handing it to Snotlout. Astrid peeked over his shoulder while he examined it. "I'm going to get the Book of Dragons," Fishlegs announced as he scurried away.

"It's shiny. I like that," Ruffnut said as she grabbed it from Snotlout, ignoring his protests.

"I wanna see! Give it to me!" Tuffnut shouted as he snatched it away from his sister.

"No it's mine!" She replied swiping it from him and holding it out of his reach as he grappled for it.

Ava watched in horror while the twins fought over it. When Tuffnut was finally able to knock it out of her hand, it bounced several yards away. While the twins looked around bewildered at the object's disappearance Ava scampered over to where it had landed.

"There it is!" Tuffnut pointed when he spotted it.

"No! I want it!" Ruffnut exclaimed as she shoved her brother out of the way.

"I found it," Ava stated flatly as she picked it up off the ground.

"She's right guys," Hiccup asserted. "Ava found it, so she gets to keep it."

The twins groaned and sulked back to the group. Fishlegs had returned with the book and was flipping through the pages.

"Ava can I please see the tooth?"

She nodded and brought it over. She held it between her thumb and forefinger so he could get a good look at the shape and size. He scanned over each dragon species, looking at drawings of teeth in particular. After looking over every page, he closed the book with a sigh.

"There's nothing in here that matches it. But not every species has information on the teeth. Small details like that are still missing. It's a work in progress," he shrugged.

"Why don't we just hold it up to every dragon on Berk and see which one matches?" Snotlout suggested sassily.

"That's actually not a bad idea," Hiccup said with surprise.

The teens gathered their dragons and they began comparing teeth. Barf and Belch's teeth were too thin and long, Toothless' were too rounded. Hookfang's were much too big, Stormfly's were too curved and Meatlug's teeth weren't even close to the size or shape of the tooth. Not yet discouraged the teens set out in search of other species of dragons to compare.

They knew for a fact Whispering Death teeth were not a match. The Book of Dragons ruled them out which was a relief to the academy members. Ava didn't know why they were reluctant to face the boulder class dragon but she didn't worry herself over it too much. When Gustav heard of the search he brought them a Terrible Terror. The little lizard squirmed in his arms and nipped at his hair, but the smile on the boy's face was radiating joy. He set down the small dragon and pinned it before it could scurry away. Astrid stopped him before he could put his little fingers in its mouth to pry it open, suggesting someone with more experience should do it. His disappointment was obvious, but the other teens were glad Astrid intervened. None of them looked forward to explaining why the boy was missing fingers.

The Terror's teeth turned out too small, and the dragon raced away the moment it was released. The only other species they knew of on the island was the chief's Thunderdrum. They planned to tackle it after the lunch hour since it was getting late. Hiccup said he would set up a meeting with the chief, since he kept his dragon with him while he did his chiefly duties they wouldn't be able to compare the teeth without having him take a break from his busy schedule.

The meeting was set for right before dinner. Ava and Fishlegs spend time after lunch translating more of the Book of Dragons. Now they were halfway through. Ava was happy to finally be translating the pages for the different dragon species. Each night she would read over what she had written, memorizing the statistics of each kind. She made sure to leave pages open for the illustrations.

Finally the time came to meet with the chief. Ava was extremely nervous about it. _What if he's upset we're wasting his time? What if he won't let us look at his dragon? What if he gets mad if the tooth doesn't match? What if it does? _Different scenarios raced through her head all ending in disaster. _Just calm yourself. Whatever happens, happens. Deal with it. Deep breaths. Calm. _Ava tried to keep herself from shaking as she walked beside Fishlegs towards the Great Hall.

The chief stood at the base of the steps with his dragon. He was a gigantic man, everything about him was huge. His arms bulged with muscles; his auburn beard was long and fanned out in front of him. His dragon was slightly disproportionate, but it still looked fierce. Hiccup was talking to the chief when they approached. Probably explaining what they wanted to do. The man seemed agreeable enough, he wasn't scowling, and nodded every now and then in an understanding way.

Ava was fighting the urge to run away as they got closer and closer. _I'm not that interested in finding out who this tooth belongs to. I could just say I don't need to know and be done with it_. A glance at Fishlegs told her no. He and Hiccup were just as curious as she was and even more determined. There was no getting out of this now. Her fists were clenched at her sides, tense with the rest of her body as she tried to keep from shaking. She forced herself to take slow steady breaths, trying to appear as calm and collected as she could.

She almost lost it when he looked at her. His gray eyes seemed to bore right into her, as he sized her up from head to toe. Ava felt self-conscious about the flyaway frizz that had escaped her braid, and the way her heart raced loudly inside her chest. She hoped no one else could hear it. The tall man seemed to dwarf fishbone Hiccup beside him, and petite Ava in front of him.

Ava almost fainted when he spoke to her. "So you're the Ava I've been hearin' about."

Gulping she stuttered out the first thing that came to her mind. "Uh... Yes. Yes sir. That's me." _Stupid! Oh stupid, stupid! Think about what to say don't just throw out random garbage._ A polite smile was plastered on her face despite the inner turmoil.

"Well it's nice to finly meet you. I heard you wanted to take a look at my dragon."

"Yes sir. We have a tooth of unknown origins we would like to compare," Fishlegs replied eloquently.

Ava thanked him over and over in her mind.

"Well then, let's see it."

Ava's hands fumbled with the tooth getting it from her pocket. She held it up shakily.

"That's a beauty. Let's see if it is one of Thornado's."

They moved over to the dragon, the chief stroking its muzzle. The Thunderdrum opened his mouth obediently when asked, and waited for further instruction. Ava handed Fishlegs the tooth and let him do the comparison. Holding it near the row of razor sharp teeth embedded in the dragon's jaw he turned it several ways, trying to get the position right.

"You might want to consider getting a new bit for Thornado," Hiccup suggested after examining the dragon's teeth on the opposite side. "It's starting to wear down his teeth. It needs to be about this thick," He continued holding up his thumb and forefinger almost an inch apart.

"I didn't notice. Thank you Hiccup, I'll speak to Gobber in the morning," He promised.

Fishlegs continued his investigation comparing the sizes and shapes of different teeth in other areas of the Thunderdrum's mouth. "No I don't think this is it," He said disappointedly.

"That was the last dragon on Berk, what are we gonna do now?" Hiccup asked.

"Maybe it's not a dragon tooth?" Fishlegs offered.

"Oh no, that's a dragon tooth alright," The chief answered.

"If we really want to find who this belongs to, we're gonna have to search other islands then," Hiccup stated.

"Let's leave that till after dinner Hiccup," The chief replied with a chuckle as he started up the steps to the Great Hall. The smell of cooked meat had begun to waft out the open doors and reminded them of their empty stomachs.

"Ok, Dad," Hiccup called after him.

Ava stared at him wide eyed. "You never told me you were the chief's son!" She exclaimed, not loud enough to reach the chief's ears.

"Eh slipped my mind. It's not like I go around announcing my heritage."

"But he... you..."

"So? I'm still Hiccup."

"The first ever dragon trainer, and slayer of the Red Death," Fishlegs added smugly. "You can't ignore it Hiccup. You're kind of a big deal."

Ava's jaw hung open, her eyes were still wide and unblinking, and she was frozen in place, speechless. The boys couldn't hold in their giggles at her complete shock. She couldn't believe she knew so little about the people she considered her friends. She was given new motivation for studying not only dragons, but some of Berk's history.

"What else do I not know?" Ava asked, curiosity blooming. Looking at the pudgy young man, known for being timid, she tried to imagine the most unlikely deed she could. "Are you some kind of war hero?" She shot at Fishlegs.

"No," he answered with a chuckle.

"I don't know Fish, you've done a lot of defending Berk from Berserkers, the Outcasts, the Screaming Death and you helped distract the Red Death," Hiccup cited.

Fishlegs blushed and Ava's jaw dropped again.

"You guys make me sound so boring," Ava whined with a fake pout.

"You can't be that simple," Hiccup argued.

"What have you done?" Fishlegs asked.

"The biggest thing I've done is survive a plane crash and become stranded on an island infested with dragons."

"What's a plane?" Fishlegs questioned confusedly for the both of them.

"Never mind. I'm just saying, you two are way more awesome than I thought."

"Hey aren't you guys coming?" Astrid called from the doorway of the hall.

The trio turned around, reminded of the meal waiting for them, and headed up the steps to enjoy their dinner.

* * *

><p><strong>I understand when Stoic is speaking, some things are spelled weird. I tried to write things like he would say them.<strong>
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	7. Alone In The Dark

**Alone In The Dark**

* * *

><p>The meal was as tasteless as usual, but it was uncommonly fun. All the teens were intrigued with the mystery tooth. Ava wasn't used to being the center of attention, but she almost liked it after being quiet and watching from the sidelines while they chattered. The meal went late, and it became dark long before they exited the Great Hall. Hiccup offered her a lantern to light the long path back home, which she was grateful for.<p>

She stepped lightly, moving soundlessly through the village. Hoping the light wouldn't disturb any of the sleeping villagers. In an alley ahead of her a loud crash rang through the stillness of the night. Ava trotted over and lifted her lantern to light the shadowy space.

"Is anyone there?"

She was answered with silence. Brushing it off as the wind and some poorly stacked crates, she continued through the village.

A quick, light gust of wind behind her seemed out of place, but when she turned around she found nothing. After walking in silence with nothing else out of the ordinary she relaxed a bit, until she could distinguish footsteps behind her. Maintaining her walking speed, she inconspicuously laid her left hand on the hilt of her knife, quietly unsheathing it. Her stomach turned at the idea of plunging her blade into another living, breathing being, and decided to use it as an intimidation factor rather than a weapon. With her knife now held menacingly in her left hand, and her lantern in her right, she took a firm step, planting her foot in the soil of the path, and spun around.

"Gustav!" She squealed, "Don't scare me like that!"

Raising his hands in defense and getting over his initial fright, he let out a quick giggle. "Sorry, I wasn't trying to scare you. I fell asleep reading in the archives and I was just walking home."

She re-sheathed her knife. "How long have you been behind me?"

"I turned onto this path about two houses back," He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

"Well hurry up and get home. You shouldn't be walking alone in the dark."

"You are," He retorted.

Ava sighed "Home. Now."

Once the boy scurried through the door to his home, Ava continued on her way. Memories of walking to her house the first night came flooding back, making her jumpy. The sound of a twig snapping startled her. A rustling in the bushes made her jog for a few strides. _Calm down silly. It's just your imagination. But that's what you said the first time. Well nothing came after you then._ Ava argued in her mind, trying to talk herself out of being scared. _You will not run home. You will not run home. You will not run home._ What sounded like a snort came from the bushes on the opposite side of the path. _Well you know it's always better to be safe than sorry_. And Ava took off running.

After all the physical labor she had been doing since she arrived on Berk, the sprint didn't take nearly as long. And arriving safe and sound inside her house, she was barely panting. She was getting ready for bed when she heard a loud noise outside, most likely her woodpile tumbling over_. I thought I had stacked it sturdy enough this time_. Ava rolled her eyes and got into bed.

Early the next morning when examining her woodpile to her horror, there were claw marks in the soil. The dirt was too hardly packed for tracks to imprint, but the claws easily scraped or punctured the soil where the creature had walked. Ava hurriedly stacked her wood haphazardly and rushed to the barns, she did not want to spend any more time alone in the dark where a clawed creature had recently wandered.

She ate breakfast alone again, but after she jogged to the academy to alert the teens of what she had seen that morning. Curious as ever they made her take them to see it for themselves. Without the tracks though, they were unable to identify the animal. Fishlegs was good, but not that good.

"If they had been scratched into wood, or more clearly swiped in the soil, I would be able to distinguish the difference. But judging by the distance between the claw marks, and the size of the punctures, I'd say we are dealing with a smaller dragon, roughly the size of Toothless. And it's most likely a quadruped," Fishlegs announced after analyzing the marks.

"What did he say?" Ruffnut asked

"No idea," Tuffnut whispered.

"Well it's a start," Hiccup sighed.

"Do you think it's from the same dragon that lost the tooth?" Astrid inquired.

"Maybe. It's very likely that it would be the same dragon," Fishlegs replied.

"When will we get to find it?" Snotlout growled frustrated.

"I just hope it's not out to get me," Ava said concernedly.

"I don't think so. Dragons don't care much about humans unless they are friends or threats," Hiccup said reassuringly.

"How do I make it know I'm not a threat?" Ava asked worriedly.

"You won't be able to unless you meet it face to face. If you ever do, drop any weapons you might have. Keep eye contact and slowly back away. If you do everything right, it shouldn't bother you," Hiccup explained.

"Well that makes me feel a little better. Thanks guys," She smiled.

At sunset when she was herding the chickens back in the henhouse, she noticed one was missing. _Just when I thought they were starting to behave themselves_. She thought grumpily. Inspecting the fence around the chicken yard, she found a small hole a bird could easily hop through. Grumbling as she climbed over the fence and commenced searching for the stray hen.

"Heeeere chicken!" She called.

She found some tracks in a patch of dirt near the forest.

"Pesky thing probably went in there," Ava mumbled, tramping into the woods.

"Heeeeere chick chick chick!" She hissed, looking under bushes and in low tree branches. The sun continued sinking lower and casted a yellow light through the trees. When she heard a rustling sound, she darted from bush to bush, searching for the culprit. "Heeeere chicken. Heeeere chick," she whispered under her breath. _I should've brought some grain with me_, Ava thought absent-mindedly. More leaves twitched in a bush not far away, leading Ava to dive in, hoping to find a chicken. The bush was empty.

"You're gonna get it when I find you," Ava threatened in a sing-song voice.

Several other bushes trembled in succession leading away from where she stood. "Oh no you don't," Ava growled, charging after the shaking bushes. After pouncing into several shrubs, Ava stood and observed her surroundings. She was out of sight of the forest's edge, and the sun was getting lower. A short distance off some large bushes shook violently.

"I'm getting real tired of your tricks chicken," Ava warned.

She began moving closer when she realized the rustling was accompanied by a loud tramping. Surely a chicken could not make such a noise.

"Gustav?" Ava questioned slowly. When no answer came Ava smirked and announced "Alright guys come on out." But no one appeared. "Ruff?" She called out deliberately. "Tuff?" She squeaked.

A hiss put her over the edge. The lost chicken completely forgotten, Ava took off towards the barns. The forest was particularly dense here, and made her pace slower than she would have liked. Dodging tree trunks and plowing through bushes didn't help either. Branches smacked her face and thorns tore at her clothes. But her only thought was to run as fast as she could. Eventually making it back to the barns she leaned against the chicken coop out of breath.

She just happened to look up and standing out in the yard was one last chicken. She couldn't believe her eyes when it marched its chubby little self across the run, up the ramp, and into the henhouse. Infuriated Ava's face scrunched up, knitting her eyebrows together. "Why you little...ugh!" Ava screeched. She entered the coop herself and glaring at the bird the entire time, tossed out handfuls of feed into the troughs.

Later that evening Ava decided to confront the twins. She found them laughing hysterically with Snotlout.

"It was great!" Ruffnut rasped between chortles.

"Yeah you guys really outdid yourselves that time," Snotlout replied.

"Well I'm glad you all got a kick out of it, but I would really appreciate it if you made someone else the target of your antics for a while," Ava said calmly. She was incredibly proud of herself for keeping her temper under control.

"What?" Tuffnut asked confusedly. His question punctuated with a raised eyebrow.

"The first time it was pretty funny, but playing 'the monster in the woods' a second time was just mean."

"What are you talking about?" Snotlout asked puzzled. "We were just laughing about the prank they pulled on my earlier."

"So you guys weren't near Hog's Hills at all today?" Ava narrowed her eyes at the twins accusingly.

"No. They were with me all afternoon," Snotlout answered smoothly. "What does this have to do with anything?"

At that Ava's eyes went wide, a horrified expression crossing her face. "Um... nothing," She said quickly before making a hasty retreat.

Ava gobbled her meal and rushed home before dark. She made sure to lock the door securely before going to bed. She lay still, trying to catch her breath without letting her heart race right out of her chest. The moon was full and cast its silvery glow over the village, lighting up the night. Shafts of moonbeams came through the windows, illuminating her room with their pale light. Closing her eyes Ava tried to relax, desperately wanting to fall asleep and let the darkness slip away to make room for the light of the morning take its place.

When the light behind her eyelids dimmed Ava thought she might be finally drifting off, but she felt much too awake. Slowly she pried open her eyes. The window that lit the loft had gone dark. Ava felt slightly relieved, dismissing her sleeplessness on the previously bright surroundings. She rolled onto her stomach and was about to close her eyes when she glimpsed the downstairs. Strangely it was still bathed in the cool moonlight. She looked back up at the window just in time to see the darkness covering it slip away like a shadow.

_Stay calm_. Ava ordered herself. _Stay calm, stay calm. Don't freak out. What do I do? I can't leave the house. What if it comes in? Should I get up? No, it might see me. I don't want to be here right now! I wish someone else was here with me. Just somebody. Anybody I don't care. The twins or even Astrid. Just so I'm not alone. I don't know what to do!_

Ava spent most of the night trembling under the covers. Starting at any noise. She didn't realize she had finally fallen asleep till she woke up and warm light spilled in the windows.

"I'm late!" She cried as she shot out of bed

* * *

><p><strong>Hi guys, sorry this chapter is kind of short. I had it ready to go and thought I would post it since I was already on the computer getting the last one up. I hope my AU area of Berk wasn't too lame. I didn't want to use Raven's Point again since it really wasn't the same area. I'm in the process of writing the next chapter already, so hopefully that will be up soon. I've had an unusually busy schedule with all the holidays, so once everything calms down I will be able to get on the computer regularly.<strong>
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**Stakeouts And Shearing**

* * *

><p>Ava was pleasantly surprised that several of the animal handlers were worried when she was late. However she was not so joyful when she was told the Head of Animal Husbandry wanted to speak with her. She hoped her sleep deprived appearance wouldn't be too obvious as dragged herself across the yards to where she had been directed to meet him. Keeping her eyes on the ground she whispered a measly "hello."<p>

"It has been brought to my attention that you have been working only an hour and a half in the mornings and an hour at sunset," He began; his voice was deep and seemed loud even at the low volume. Ava cringed when he spoke like she was shirking her duties. She desperately wanted to tell him everything she had been doing and why she had been late. To somehow make him understand she wasn't a bad person. She hated being misunderstood.

"But what I don't understand," He continued with a slight change of tone. "Is how you can get your work done in that amount of time and do it so well!"

Ava's head shot up in surprise. She met his smiling eyes for the first time in the whole conversation. "You're... you're not mad?"

"Why would I be angry with my best worker?" He asked in shock.

"I was late. And I don't work as long as the others," she said guiltily.

"This is the first time you have been late in the month you have been working for me. I knew it had to be for a good reason. And I don't care how long it takes as long as you're doing the quality of work you are now."

Ava beamed up at him, totally in shock at the man's kindness. "Amazing things can happen with the proper motivation, sir."

"I've been thinking about how well you did with the birds and I was hoping to bring that quality to the other barns. Without losing the changes you've made in the coops."

Ava tried her best to hide the frown forming on her lips. _I hope this doesn't mean more work! I don't want to slow down on the Book of Dragons when I have so many other things to translate too._

"Would you consider training someone to care for the chickens like you do?" He proposed hopefully.

With visible relief Ava exclaimed "Yes sir, of course. Whenever you like."

That day she was given a girl not much younger than herself to teach how to care for the chickens, the way she does. She had short brown hair that curled inward to her chin. And her complexion was one shade above pale. She wore a simple woven knee length dress with

leggings, all various shades of brown. A mantle covered her shoulders, but other than that her arms were exposed. She had a frail looking frame, but her eyes burned with a compassionate fire.

The trainee was quite timid, but she had an extraordinary talent with animals. As Ava expected the birds were wary of the newcomer, and did their best at making her life miserable. Ava demonstrated her method of checking over a hen and watched anxiously as the girl began her own attempt. She imagined the sensitive girl would be torn to shreds by the bird, her confidence shattered and a lifelong fear of chickens established. But she was blown away by what she saw.

The bird was obviously ready for a struggle, itching to make this girl sorry she ever entered the henhouse. The girl however did not seem shaken by the hen's hostility. She murmured softly as she approached the bird, tucked in a corner. Gently wrapping her thin arms around it, she lifted the chicken off the ground. It squirmed in her arms, trying to peck her, and kicked its little legs ready to scratch anything that came in contact. The girl sat down on the board floor and set the bird in her lap, keeping a firm grip to keep it from slipping away. She hugged the squawking hen with one arm, and lovingly stroked it with the other.

Ava was definitely rattled by this performance, about to intervene since it did not seem to be helping. But she was amazed when the hen's incessant squawking became content clucks and it stopped flailing entirely. The trainee beamed up at her, still stroking the smooth rust colored feathers. Ava was speechless, completely amazed with what she had just witnessed. She knew this girl was perfect for working in the coops.

When she looked at Ava expectantly with a small shrug, Ava gestured to her then to the small opening the chickens used to enter and exit the coop. Ava was afraid speaking would ruin the peaceful atmosphere, undoing the miracle the girl seemed to have performed. Removing the arm that pressed the chicken against her, the girl gently stroked the bird, head to tail, the way Ava had shown her. After checking it all over, she gathered it in her arms once again, and carefully placed it on the floor. The hen happily trotted out the door.

This process was repeated with each hen. The second was still troublesome, not entirely trusting the new human handling her. But the more chickens she pacified the more relaxed the flock became, eventually eliminating all struggle from the last few check overs. It had taken two hours for the trainee to handle the entire flock, but it was done and Ava was sure they would not need to go through this again. She showed the girl where the cleaning supplies were kept and began to tidy the henhouse. She demonstrated how she did each daily chore and why doing them daily was best. Her student was understanding and embraced Ava's way of doing things.

They finished the morning work just in time for lunch. The girls walked to the Great Hall together where Ava was greeted with a bit of confusion.

"Where have you been?" Fishlegs asked worriedly.

"The Head of Animal Husbandry liked how I did things in the chicken coop, and wanted me to teach someone how to do it my way," Ava explained before introducing her trainee.

The teens welcomed her to the group and they all ate together. After the meal Ava and her student parted ways, agreeing to meet at the coop before sunset. Ava and Fishlegs stayed in the hall to continue work on the Book of Dragons. Ava wrote furiously to catch up on the work she missed that morning. Gustav had hung around after the meal as well, and watched curiously as Ava wrote down Fishleg's words in her own language.

Ava was nowhere near ready to stop when she had to meet her student for the evening chores. Fishlegs had left hours ago, allowing Gustav to take over. She left him studying the Book of Dragons when she started towards the barns. Her trainee was already there ready to learn. Ava had recently changed up the order of the evening chores, filling the feed troughs first, which she found to be quite a successful way to get each and every bird begging to be let in the door. She explained everything the girl might ever need to know about feeding chickens, and then opened the little chicken door. The hens came flooding in, flocking around the troughs to gobble up each morsel. With the evening chores a success, the girls parted ways, returning to their respective homes for a good night's rest before meeting again the next morning.

Ava had no trouble from creatures stalking around her house that evening. Falling onto her bed the day's weariness caught up to her, clouding her mind with drowsiness. Ava slept soundly, happily catching up on the sleep she missed the night before.

The second day went smoothly; her student had been paying close attention and absorbed all the information from the previous day. All Ava had to do was give her a few reminders, and correct minor mistakes. She was very pleased with the progress her student was making. The hens loved her, she worked well with the animals and she was willing to do everything the way Ava directed.

The third day Ava seriously questioned her presence there. Her student did everything flawlessly, leaving Ava nothing to do but supervise. After they brought in the chickens Ava caught up with the Head of Animal Husbandry.

"Hello sir, I was wondering if this was a good time to speak to you about the girl I'm training."

"Is she not catching on?" He asked worriedly.

"No, no sir," Ava replied quickly. "She's doing wonderfully. So well in fact that I don't think she needs me anymore. There's really only enough work in the chicken coop for one person."

He smiled broadly, the grin reaching his eyes. "I was hoping for this. Now I would like you to start working with the sheep. We need a little more order there. There are five handlers already working with them, but I would like to put you in charge of the operation."

Ava's eyes went wide, her expression the epitome of surprise.

"You think you can handle it?" He asked concernedly.

"I will do my very best, sir." Ava battled with her mixed emotions as she walked home that night. She was going into a whole new area, with a different way of doing things, all of which she knew nothing about. And it wasn't going to be just her and the animals anymore. She had people she had to work with as well. Besides learning how to do everything properly, she also had to revise the whole system. Her excitement was balanced with a bundle of nerves and wrapped in worry with a dash of doubt. But all her thoughts came to a screeching halt when she was walking up to her front door.

She was just five feet away from the sanctuary of her home, when she heard a shuffling coming from the opposite side of her house. Whatever it was, it was breathing loudly and snorted occasionally.

Ava stood frozen in the path, her mind completely blank. When she could hear the crunching of gravel and dry grass as the creature walked over it rounding the side of her house, she leapt into action. Diving towards the door she threw it open and slammed it shut. Her fingers fumbled with the lock under the pressure of the urgent situation. Once the door was secured, she propped a chair against it for good measure. She wasn't sure how it might help, but it seemed like the right thing to do.

She then rushed upstairs without even removing her outer clothes and dove under the covers, her knife drawn and held tightly with both hands. Peeking from under the covers Ava watched the light from under the door disappear when a shadow crossed it. She could hear the creature snuffling the door, its breath forcing small clouds of dust to rise at the threshold with each puff.

Ava tried to contain her screams, but they squeezed out as whimpers. She hoped dearly they weren't heard by the beast at the door. Suddenly the shadow slipped under the door, allowing the moonlight to seep through again. Whatever creature it was it had amazing stealth abilities because it moved soundlessly into the night, making no noises audible to Ava's ears as she strained to hear them.

She had another night of restless sleep, worries of her new place in the sheep barns and a mysterious creature stalking through the darkness filled her head. Ava wasn't sure how much sleep she got, but she knew for sure she was awake for the better part of the night. Dark circles under her red eyes confirmed she had not gotten nearly enough sleep. Drowsily she hauled herself out of bed and towards the door. She had no need to dress for the day she hadn't taken anything off last night. Replacing the chair in its place at the table, Ava opened the door cautiously. She stuck her head out slowly, peering around the outside.

There were no blood thirsty beasts waiting to devour her, so carefully opening the door, she stepped out into the dim morning. The sun was just starting to rise, painting the sky a dark periwinkle. There was just enough light to see, leaving no need for the lantern Hiccup had given her. There were dozens of startlingly familiar tracks spread across the yard and around the house.

In her exhausted state Ava pushed herself to trot to the Great Hall where she knew her friends would be having breakfast by now. The massive doors creaked when Ava entered, bringing a small amount of attention. Many people went in and out all morning, which didn't concern the Vikings who ate and conversed animatedly with their friends and family. Wobbling up to the table the teens often occupied, Ava tried to look alive.

"You look awful," Tuffnut stated bluntly.

"What happened?" Hiccup looked up from chatting with Astrid across the table, concern creeping into his expression.

"It was at my house again! It was right at the door!" Ava rambled.

"Did you see it?" Snotlout asked excitedly.

"No I was inside," Ava replied.

Expressions of disappointment and frustration erupted from the group. Ava cringed and tried to make her expression apologetic.

"Why do you think it keeps coming around my house?"

"Is there any food inside?" Fishlegs asked.

"No, nothing but me and furniture."

"I think we should head up there and check this out. We might get something to add to the book of dragons," Hiccup declared.

The members of the academy mounted their dragons that were patiently waiting outside. Ava happily plopped down behind Hiccup, grateful for the ride. They reached her home in no time, each dragon landing lightly in the yard. The young Vikings were surprised by all the tracks covering the ground. Some places the foot was slightly imprinted, but not clearly enough to gather the type of dragon from them. The teens spread out searching all around the building and in the surrounding foliage. Snotlout found the trail and was sent with the twins to follow it.

After an unproductive hour of investigating, the teens have up. Their own dragons showed no interest in the house whatsoever, leading them to believe it was a personal connection that brought the mysterious dragon there.

"Sorry we couldn't find anything," Hiccup said disappointedly after their search. "Maybe Snotlout and the twins will find some clues."

"Hopefully," Ava replied tiredly. "Can you drop me off at the barns?"

"Sure," he replied happily.

The Head of Animal Husbandry was shockingly understanding of her situation and after seeing Ava's exhausted state he gave her the day off. She thanked him profusely before heading home and sleeping until dinnertime. She felt rested and cleaned herself up a bit before arriving at the Great Hall.

Snotlout and the twin's search turned up nothing. The trail ended shortly after entering the trees and the dragons couldn't pick up a scent. Snotlout was thoroughly frustrated he could not catch a glimpse of the elusive animal.

No one was completely sure who originally suggested it, but after a hugely positive reaction it was decided the academy members would take turns staking out Ava's yard to try and catch the dragon in the act. Ava's worries fizzled away now that she would have someone to protect her. Her sleep was peaceful, but during her waking hours Ava's over active imagination plagued her with horrifying scenarios centered on the monster.

Snotlout and Tuffnut had volunteered for the first night and followed Ava home. The dragons were commanded to "stay" a distance away, to prevent them from possibly keeping the guest of honor from visiting, but they were within earshot of their riders in case they were needed. Being best friends the boys were having a great time hiding in the bushes together. Their chuckles could be heard occasionally from inside. But Ava was not bothered in the least, still needing to catch up on her sleep and no longer fearful of her stalker, she easily drifted off.

Ava awoke early the next morning, rested and ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead in the sheep barn. The sun had not yet begun to creep over the horizon, leaving the stars to illuminate the landscape below them. When she left her house, she found the boys still hidden in the bushes, now delirious and bleary eyed. They were giggling at some comment Tuffnut had made before Ava was in earshot, but she could guess it was not nearly as funny as they thought it was.

"Did you see anything?" She asked curiously.

"Nope. But we invented some new shadow puppets. What to see?" Tuffnut offered sleepily.

"Sorry I have to get over to the barns," Ava replied, glad she had an excuse to miss whatever they had come up with.

Snotlout had nodded off leaning against the bush. He was beginning to snore when Tuffnut elbowed him in the ribs. "Alrigh' see ya later," Snotlout mumbled with his eyes half closed.

Ava giggled and replied "You guys did a great job staying up all night. Why don't you go home and get some sleep?" They nodded and stumbled in the direction of the village.

She reached the barn just as the other handlers were arriving. They were all women, which Ava was thankful for. The men had a tendency to be gruff and stubborn, something she didn't think she could handle. She introduced herself and fell into the morning's chores alongside them. First was feeding the sheep. They were fed twice a day and in the morning while they ate the handlers groomed them. Sheep were a staple of the village. They provided all the clothing with their thick warm fleece and a large amount of the food.

Ava could already see things she would be changing once she figured out what to do. Feeding was chaotic and there was lots of confusion involved in grooming. Some animals were checked twice or more while others were ignored completely. The women each took Ava aside when they had a free minute to show her the ropes of sheep care.

At the end of the day Ava was tired, sore and still not sure what was going on. She ate her meal quietly while the teens bickered about who got to keep watch that night. Astrid ended the argument volunteering herself and Ruffnut. Ava waved her acknowledgement and led them to her home. The girls took turns sleeping, to stave off exhaustion. That night it was another no show, but the next morning the girls were rested enough to start their day of chores and dragon training. Ava querulously marched off to another stressful day of sheep tending.

The schedule was the same as the day before and just as disorderly. Despite the lack of organization in the barn, Ava felt like she was getting the hang of caring for sheep. That evening she was still wound up from the turbulent work day, but not nearly as worn out. Hiccup and Fishlegs had watch duty that night and it looked like they intended on studying while they were there. Fishlegs had the Book of Dragons and Hiccup had a variety of books under his arm. Neither of the possessive dragons was happy about leaving their riders, but with a pat on the head and a few kind words they settled down.

There was no appearance from the cryptic dragon that night either. But the boys weren't the least bit disappointed. They were off the wall with theories about the dragon, questioning its intelligence and the strength of its senses.

Arriving at the barn that morning Ava was feeling confident she could keep up with the hectic schedule that day, but that all changed when the women announced it was "shearing day".

They demonstrated how to snip off the thick, curly wool in one tangled sheet and gave her the shears and an animal to try it on. They moved on to shear other animals, there was no time to stand around and watch a trainee at her first attempt.

She clumsily maneuvered the heavy blades in her small hands, snipping cautiously at the ewe's fluffy coat. When she was finished it was in no way shape or form a single sheet of fleece. What she had produced was more of a basket full of wool cotton bolls. She presented her work sheepishly and was given an understanding nod. Ava moved on to the next animal, determined to do better.

She never got any of the wool off in a single sheet, but she did improve greatly since her first attempt. She still wasn't used to the cumbersome shears and was greatly relieved when the last animal was shaved clean.

It had taken all morning to trim off every sheep's thick wool and the women herded them out to the pasture in a hurry. The rest of the day went as usual, translating the book of dragons and chatting with her friends. At sunset evening chores were the same and Ava was finally able to keep up.

The girls decided to take a different approach to the stakeout that night. Astrid and Ruffnut hid inside the house while they waited for the creature to make an appearance. It was great fun for Ava, having a sleepover with the girls. They made sure to stay extra quiet, so as not to frighten the animal if it showed up that night. Eventually Ava had to go to bed; she needed her rest for another long day at the farm.

It was another empty night, but still the academy members weren't discouraged. The stakeouts were becoming a contest to see who could spot the mystery dragon first. Each night the teens tried something different, even going as far as putting out food to try to lure it there. After two weeks with no luck, they decided to try taking a break. Hiccup theorized that with all the human scent near the house the dragon didn't feel safe enough to show up.

Ava had finally fallen into place in the barn. She knew what needed to be done and when. She started out changing the morning feeding and grooming. Breaking the handlers in to three pairs, Ava assigned one pair to feed and the remaining two to grooming. She instructed the feeding team to go down the row of stalls feeding the animals in order. One woman measured the grain while the other carried buckets filled with feed. Once the animals were fed, the feeding team joined the others grooming the animals and checking them over as they worked their way down the rows of stalls one by one.

They had the animals out in record time, with stress levels at an all-time low. Spirits soared as the women congratulated each other and thanked Ava for the organization. The situation reminded her of when she played sports with her friend Hailey's family. She had a huge, tight-knit family that loved to play together. They were all good sports and everyone always had fun. The pang of homesickness had been forgotten for weeks, but now it came rushing back and Ava still had no way of getting home.

* * *

><p><strong>More reviews would be appreciated!<strong>


	9. Snow Day

**Snow Day**

* * *

><p>By the end of the summer Ava had almost completely revamped the sheep care routine. Some of the changes did not happen as easily as others. The women could be stubborn when they wanted to. But after explaining how the change was for the better and making them agree to try it before they rejected it, Ava got little resistance. Her fellow sheep handlers trusted her judgment and eventually went along with any changes she imposed.<p>

Work in the sheep barn wasn't clockwork yet, but they were getting closer every day.

After the stakeout sessions Ava's stalker seemed to be discouraged. And that was something she was quite grateful about. She could move about the village with being harassed and get a good night's sleep every night.

As summer turned into fall and hail into snow Ava was unprepared for the blast of cold autumn brought with it. More Vikings got a laugh out of the Floridian shivering in the mild cold front than anything else. Thorn was happy to provide Ava with winter clothes and Ava appreciated them immensely. She was not one for dresses, so Thorn tailored a layered winter outfit, similar to Astrid's taste.

Her new wardrobe consisted of a woven wool shirt dyed pale yellow, thick grayish blue leggings, a short brown skirt and an old faded brown cloak. The cloak was her favorite new item, the hood reminding her of her favorite article of clothing back home: hooded sweatshirts. She estimated she had more hoodies than any other type of clothing and used to always have one with her.

With the mild sunlight of Berk her highlights were fading and her hair was growing out. Truthfully she was not a natural blond. It was at her standout friend Hailey's incessant urging that made her dye it the last time she got her hair done. Ava was stubborn and would not go more than a few shades lighter, resulting in a dirty blond tone. Her natural color was a light chocolate brown, which she was quite fond of.

Ava laughed lightly at the memory of Hailey making a fuss at the hair salon. Her rainbow paint and glitter fingerprints could be found in every area of Ava's life, constantly pushing her to try new things or change her appearance. Her friend would have loved being on this adventure with her.

She was brought back to reality when she reached the Great Hall for the midday meal and was greeted warmly by her Viking friends. She shook her head in an attempt to clear it of her homesick longings and happy memories, only succeeding in shaking her hood off. It was then Ava noticed the warmth of the room. It was a huge contrast to the icy air outside and thawed her rosy cheeks and frozen nose.

She slipped past the many burly Vikings taking refuge from the cold eventually making it to the table occupied by the academy.

"So you finally got something fit for the cold," Astrid teased about Ava's new outfit.

"Yeah, it's definitely warmer. How cold does it get here?" She asked rubbing the chill from her arms.

"We had an unusually warm summer this year," Hiccup answered from his end of the table. "But with the way the temperatures are dropping, I'd say we're going to have a pretty average winter."

"But how cold does it get?" She repeated.

"Oh we're nowhere near cold by Berk's standards," Astrid answered in all seriousness.

Ava's reaction made Fishlegs spit out his drink all over Snotlout who stopped laughing briefly to glare at him. The twins were keeled over laughing hysterically. Ruff was banging her fist on the table and Tuff fell to the floor.

Not at all shaken by the outburst Ava's eyes remained wide and the horrified look still stuck on her face. "Please tell me this is a joke," she pleaded. "It can't get colder!"

"Oh it will," Hiccup said with finality.

Ava groaned and plopped down on the bench next to Snotlout. "I thought I was doing so well toughing out the cold."

"Doesn't it get cold where you're from?" Fishlegs asked inquisitively.

"All of summer was colder than the winters where I live," Ava replied piteously.

"No wonder you're not used to it, I could keep you warm," Snotlout added wrapping his arm around her. Ava faked a gag and pushed him away, earning a grin from Astrid.

All kinds of cold inspired teasing was brought down on Ava, but she took it in stride and added to the banter herself.

The first month of fall was the most pleasant yet, despite the freezing temperatures. She was not bothered at all by the mystery dragon, work with the sheep went smoothly and relatively stress free and she got to spend all her free time with her friends.

With the colder weather also came snow and Ava's first snowball fight. Being as uncoordinated as she was Ava wasn't very good, but she always had fun. When someone got the dragons involved Ava teamed up with the twins and their two headed dragon. Ava made the snowballs while the twins loaded them onto the dragon's tails. The rider would tell his or her respective dragon where to rain down their snowy terror and the Zippleback would launch the ammo between its necks with surprisingly good aim.

Hookfang was no help to Snotlout. In fact he made things worse by setting himself ablaze and melting the snow wall between his rider and enemy fire. Ava and the twins took him out easily by rapidly releasing their store of pre-made ammunition, courtesy of Ava.

Fishlegs had made a snow fortress and was watching the battle unfold from the safety within his snow walls.

Astrid had found a highly successful method of firing dozens of snowballs at once. She skewered them on each of Stormfly's tail spines and instructed her to flick her tail releasing the snowballs but not the deadly spines. The Nadder caught on quickly and was gladly firing on Hiccup and Toothless, pelting them with snow at regular intervals.

Ava and the twins watched idly as the two fought it out, slinging snow back and forth. Neither seemed interested in firing on the Zipplebacks. The team wasn't too keen on getting involved either, Astrid was a formidable opponent, but Hiccup was not to be trifled with either. It just so happened that at the moment he was caught off guard and seemed to be fighting a losing battle. Ava convinced the twins to go to Hiccup's aid. The team went unnoticed as they trotted across the battlefield and slipped behind the Night Fury's defenses.

The twins began to open fire on the Nadder team while Ava and Hiccup loaded Toothless' tail fins with ammunition. Right before the Nadder could fire another round Toothless launched his load of snow, hitting her square in the face just as Hiccup planned. The top heavy dragon stumbled over, giving the twins enough time to pelt their friend with snowballs. After being pounded by the twins and another bombardment by Toothless Astrid surrendered, leaving the allies victorious.

Ava waved over the defeated and together they conspired against Fishlegs. Creeping around the fortress the four teens and three dragons prepared to ambush their unsuspecting prey. For once Hookfang obeyed, releasing his liquid fire on the nearest wall and reducing it to a puddle. Fishlegs had barely enough time to figure out what happened before the boy was struck by the onslaught of snow. All three snow loaded dragons fired simultaneously, burying the target in his fortress. They all had a laugh and helped dig out Fishlegs; each sure this day would be in their memories forever.

* * *

><p><strong>While writing this chapter I honestly intended it to be focused on moving the story forward. And then it turned into this fluff monster and didn't really go anywhere. But I kind of like it so... here you go.<strong>

**By the way what does an author have to do to get reviews these days? Must I bribe you with more cookies? Or do you prefer virtual brownies?**


	10. Wish Granted

**Wish Granted**

* * *

><p>After that day of perfection Ava thought life was finally on the upside. But change is inevitable on the roller coaster of life. And she was about to go downhill.<p>

It all started when the mystery dragon came crashing back into her life, literally. A lesson on tracking turned into a game of hide and seek. And like they did with everything the academy involved dragons. Since Ava didn't have to be with the sheep until sunset, she played too. Everyone agreed Fishlegs didn't need someone slowing him down any more than he already was, Astrid and the twins didn't want a passenger and Ava did not want to ride with Snotlout. Astrid and Ruffnut completely understood her stubbornness about it, so it was decided she would ride with Hiccup.

The game was going great until they had an unexpected visitor. After disappearing to who knows where for weeks, the Ava's haunting was back and playing its own game of hide and seek with the dragon riders. They had regrouped in a clearing to discuss strategy when the dragon made another spilt second appearance. Snotlout had spotted it and alerted the others of its presence. He pointed in its direction and shouted "There!" which his dragon mistook as a command to flame. The misfire earned Snotlout a barrage of insults, he replied by blaming his dragon.

The shot hit its target dead on, causing it to plummet from the sky. The riders quickly lost sight of it with the thick canopy blocking their view. Hiccup ordered everyone to split up and begin their search, before they heard a scream and raced towards it, the original plan forgotten. Breaking out of the foliage the teens found themselves at the edge of a mountain sheep pasture. It held a very distressed Bucket and evidence that a flock was recently there. The dragon however was nowhere in sight other than a smashed fence and a large area of overturned snow it had created when it crash landed. Said dragon was obviously fireproof like other species, on the outside at least and after the rough landing must have scampered off to a safer place.

Bucket was beside himself, rambling on about dragon attacks and missing sheep. Astrid gathered that the dragon and the sheep had all run back into the forest. Hiccup went after the dragon while Astrid, Fishlegs, Snotlout and the twins repaired the fence. Ava traveled through the woods on foot, putting her new shepherding experience to good use. She had found three sheep easily. They had been browsing contentedly not far from the fields, but two had wandered off.

She followed what seemed to be the trail they took, driving the ewes in front of her. She found one of the missing sheep with its thick fleece tangled in a thorn bush. While she worked on freeing the distressed animal, the three others bleated fearfully and scattered in three different directions.

"No! Come back!" She yelled uselessly.

She growled as she tugged the last few strands of wool from the thorny stems and the animal bounded off the instant it was free.

"What is with you?" She asked as the fluffy tail disappeared into the foliage.

A large creature could be heard moving through the evergreens behind her, making Ava's breath catch in her throat. "Hiccup is that you?"

No answer was given in return, only the sound of the animal getting closer. Amber eyes stared at her from the shadows beneath the canopy they seemed to almost glow in the shade of the foliage. A rumbling began to emanate from where they eyes were positioned. It was not a fierce sound, neither threatening or intimidating it was almost... That was the moment Hiccup, mounted on Toothless came crashing through the bushes beside her, causing the eyes to retreat.

"Hiccup! What are you doing here?" Ava asked exasperated.

"You called me didn't you? What do you need? Did you see the dragon?" Questions spilled from his lips one after the other until he paused to allow Ava to speak.

"Well... yes," She began slowly. "But it was right there!" She aimed both of her open hands at the shadowy spot they eyes had previously occupied.

"Well come on! Let's go after it," He replied exhilarated by the lead.

"But the sheep-"

"They've already corralled three; let's get going before we lose it again!" He pleaded as he held out his hand.

Ava hesitated no more and accepted his hand, swinging up behind him. Toothless took off at an incredible pace, sure to overtake their target as long as they went in the right direction. After all the practice flying as a passenger at leisurely paces, Ava was a little more confident at this blazing speed. She still hugged Hiccup's waist tightly, but she didn't flop around like dead weight anymore.

Trusting Toothless' tracking abilities and acute senses they flew through the woods following the creature's invisible trail. Breaking through the final row of trees they found themselves back at the sheep pastures. The Night Fury hovered in confusion. Without the foliage to block it the wind blew unopposed in the open area, quickly carrying away any lingering scents.

Hiccup punched his saddle, frustrated to have lost another round to the dragon again. They glided down to the pasture where the teens and Bucket stood watching five sheep graze lazily.

"Did you find it?" The group asked in unison.

"No, we lost it again," Hiccup answered dishearteningly with a frown.

"This dragon is more trouble than we thought. And now it's back on the loose," Fishlegs sighed distractedly.

"Thank you for summing that up," Hiccup replied sarcastically.

"Well now what?" Astrid asked, growing impatient.

"I guess we all go home and wait for it to pop up again," Hiccup answered in his usual rasping tone.

That night Ava couldn't get that dragon's eyes out of her head. She just couldn't place what emotion that expression seemed to convey. She hadn't been around many hostile dragons but that sure didn't seem like one to her. It looked like it wanted something. Her inability to figure it out frustrated her to no end. When she slept she had nightmares for the first time in a long while. She dreamt that the academy was hunting down the dragon mercilessly, trying to convince her to join them. But the dragon's eyes always came back to her at that moment, almost pleading her to understand. Every time she had to refuse and watch as they chased down the innocent reptile while she tried to figure out what its expression meant.

She would wake up, drenched in sweat and screaming. Often she was too worked up to go back to sleep, so she would pace the floor going over those few seconds she saw the golden eyes gazing at her.

Despite her distressing nights life went on. She had come to the conclusion that she had made caring for a flock of three dozen sheep as easy as possible, with her and the ladies each doing certain tasks and dividing the work. She was almost finished translating the Book of Dragons, but that took a backseat now in favor of a real dragon. She took a walk through the various uninhabited parts of Berk each day, hoping to come across the owner of those mesmerizing amber eyes.

Autumn turned into winter and temperatures dropped even more, plummeting below freezing. The sky broke open and it snowed like it had never snowed before. The white powder covered every surface and frost crept up everything else.

Ava happened to be out on one of her daily walks, tramping through deep snow when Bucket was brought before Stoick, screaming in agony.

**. . .**

"It's a storm Stoick! It's big and coming in fast," Mulch announced, looking concernedly at his friend.

"Get everyone and everything inside, now. Send out the academy to warn the village," Stoick ordered as he leapt into action.

The dragons crossed the village in minutes, warning every one of the impending storm. Before the Night Fury could take off to carry his rider to the safety of the Great Hall a woman cried out, calling for Hiccup.

"'iccup 'ave you seen Ava? We need 'er ta bring in teh sheep," She exclaimed worriedly.

"No I haven't. I'll check her house," He answered then added as he turned his dragon and began flying away "do what you can without her."

**. . .**

Ava was blissfully unaware of the panic in the village, walking in her winter wonderland. She was pensive about disturbing the flat, sparkling surface and the freshly fallen snow, but there were no paths dug out. She had come to a quite diverse portion of landscape where the meadow met a forest with a small cliff that followed beside it. She strolled casually under the canopy, watching in wonder as each breath become a puff of steam. Because of the dim light beneath the trees, Ava didn't notice the sky darkening above her.

**. . .**

Back in the village monstrous slate storm clouds blocked out the sun as the wind starting picking up. Hiccup had checked her house and all around the village with no sign of Ava. His distress grew every minute as the storm closed in around them.

**. . .**

Ava shivered when an icy breeze blew between the trees, rattling leaves and chilling the air. Peering up through the branches at the sky, she noticed it was lacking the pale blue color and light of earlier. Taking it as a sign the day was coming to an end, she turned back towards the village.

**. . .**

As the villagers finished piling into the Great Hall Hiccup took one last pass over the village. Toothless barely had to flap his wings since the strong winds blowing over the island filled them.

"Son," Stoick called from the crooked old doorway. "You have to come in. She's probably taken cover somewhere and you'll never find her in the storm."

With a sigh of defeat Hiccup landed his dragon and watched as they closed the massive doors, shutting out the storm.

**. . .**

Flurries of snow danced on the breeze Ava fought to keep moving. Flakes froze on her eyelashes and bit at her cheeks. She pulled her hood tightly over her head, but it could provide only so much protection from the cruel winds and savage snow. She focused on one thing and one thing only: to put one foot in front of the other, just keep moving. She had wandered to a sparsely wooded area of forest and faced the brunt of the unobstructed wind.

She took one more step and bumped into something hard and cold. Prying open her frozen lashes, she could barely see anything and resorted to feeling whatever she had collided with. Rough, rocky surface met her soft cold hands; she surmised she was at the base of the cliff. Feeling her way along the edge she starting moving again, keeping her eyes screwed shut.

After walking for several minutes she came to a jagged portion of the wall of rock. Snow covered the gravel underfoot and large stones littered the area. Ava moved slowly, hoping to avoid running into any boulders. Of course her luck was never as good as she needed. As she stumbled along she ended up tripping over a small stone that sat in her path. She tumbled forward face first in the snow. Her hood flew off and the wind lifted her hair, blowing it wildly around her shoulders.

Pushing herself out of the snow, Ava jerked up her hood and tucked each strand back inside. On her hands and knees she crawled towards where she expected the wall to be. She kept one hand out in front of her, waiting to feel the firm rock beneath it. She continued moving until the gales suddenly stopped buffeting her. She felt around and three feet to her right was the wall, or a wall to be exact. She didn't think it was the same one.

Once again she attempted to open her eyes to observe her surroundings. This time she was not immediately blinded by snow. She was immersed in darkness, but there was no wind or sleet. Turning around to view more of the strange environment she was greeted by the icy breeze, howling mournfully as it carried the wicked flakes through the air. She discovered she was sitting in the mouth of a cave, the perfect place to ride out the storm.

A few more seconds and her eyes adjusted, allowing her to see more of the cavern. Several stalactites hung from above and a variety of rocks were scattered around the area. Ava found a relatively flat stone and pushed it out of the darkness and closer to the entrance that bathed the mouth of the cave in a stormy gray light.

Ava wasn't shivering nearly as violently now that she was inside the cave. Without the wind chill it felt several degrees warmer. She pulled her cloak around herself as she sat on the rock, absorbing what she could of her own body heat.

**. . .**

She finally spotted Hiccup, a toothpick sandwiched between two beefy men. He was picking his way through the crowd, too polite to push and shove like the others, or maybe just too weak. Nevertheless Astrid waved to him and wove through the mob of Vikings.

"Where's Ava?" She asked worriedly.

"I don't know. The sheep handlers were asking for her so I spent most of the time before the storm hit searching the village."

Fishlegs had drifted over to where his friends gathered in the sea of people, listening to the conversation. When Hiccup finished he added "Why didn't you tell us? We could've helped!"

"You guys needed to be here, getting everyone inside. She's probably fine and we'll meet up after the storm."

"You don't sound so sure of that," Astrid challenged.

"I have to be," He replied solemnly.

**. . .**

Ava sat alone on her rock, watching the storm rage outside the cave. She would prefer some company and a snack, but these were better conditions than she would expect for being stranded in a snowstorm.

She was lost in thought, imaging who she would rather be in this situation with, when she was startled back to reality by the sound of claws clicking on the gravel. She dove to the ground, the rough pebbles dug into her elbows and stomach. She hid behind the rock she had been sitting on, hoping whatever creature it was would be leaving soon. Forcing herself to breath slow shallow breaths, she flattened out on the ground, trying to remain undetected.

Ava peeked over the rock and seeing no sign of the creature, stood up and dusted herself off. Then she heard a snort. Studying the rock formations very closely she made out the shape of a gray scaly animal. It blended in almost perfectly with its surroundings making it practically invisible. Ava took a step back and began to crouch down, the beast hadn't seen her yet and she hoped to keep it that way. She was only halfway down when the creature turned its head, yellow eyes piercing hazel.

"It's you..."

She stood frozen in her half crouch, her thighs starting to burn. The dragon swung its long neck around and stood up, all while its splotched gray color fizzled out and gave way to a striking scarlet. Now at its full height the animal cocked its winged skull, the tips of its antennae twitching back and forth like a cat's tail.

"You! You're the one who's been following me!" She said as loud as she dared. She breathed out a single question, "Why?"

At her query the reptile tipped its head back to its normal position and proceeded towards her.

"Nooo no no no... you... you stay back!" She demanded, her voice quivering with fear as she backed up against the wall.

The dragon sniffed her from head to toe, blowing her hair back with its warm breath. After it had thoroughly inhaled her scent, the animal bobbed its head, almost as if nodding and crawled back to where it had been laying previously. It curled up on the gravel and looked at Ava, still flat against the wall. The dragon stared at her curiously before making a short chirp and laid its head down to sleep.

Ava slid down the wall to sit on the ground. _Well here's my company, do I get food too?_

* * *

><p><strong>I wasn't happy leaving you with just the fluff of <strong>**_Snow Day_**** so here is a "real" chapter. I'm so nice, I'm sure to get reviews for this. (looking expectantly at the half-dozen followers and favorites)**


	11. Travel Companion

**Oh look at that! She's alive!**

**Yes, I am alive. Like I said I had to rewrite about 2 and 1/2 chapters which were hard enough in the first place. I had this part sitting around for a while and I knew I wasn't going to change it any time soon so I thought "Why not go ahead and post it for your poor starved readers?" I'm still working on the next "chapter" which was originally the second part to this one but it was getting really long. I may or may not join them together. I'll let you know ;)**

**Travel Companion**

* * *

><p>She was kept awake all night by a combination of sitting on the cold, hard ground, with pebbles digging into her and the occasional snorts of the sleeping dragon. Despite the fact it had not expressed an interest in eating her yet, she was still distrustful of the beast with razor claws and pointed teeth.<p>

Ava pulled her cloak tighter around herself in a pitiful attempt to banish the chill from her body. She got as comfortable as she could on the rocky floor of the cave, next to a dragon, in a blizzard, and waited. For sleep, or the storm to end, or death, whichever came first.

Eventually the cave became illuminated by the gray light of a new day. The blizzard was beginning to blow itself out, its dying breaths the last howling gales. Snow still fell continuously, but slower and much lighter. Taking the opportunity Ava carefully uncrossed her legs and stood up. Her limbs tingled with the prickling sensation of blood rushing back into them. Using the wall for support, she cautiously tiptoed across the pebbles to the cave entrance. Although her heart was drumming in her ears, the only audible sound was a slight crunch when she stepped on the gravel.

Once she emerged from the cave her cloak was immediately dusted with the delicate flakes of snow that still tumbled from the monstrous gray clouds. After a moment she became aware she had been unconsciously holding her breath and now there was a throbbing ache in her chest. As quietly as she could Ava gasped repeatedly, filling her lungs with the air they screamed for. Stealthily she began creeping along the cliff so as not to be seen, should the dragon look outside the cave. When she heard the creature stirring she took no chances and broke into a sprint towards the forest.

Halfway to the forest Ava could feel the earth beneath her feet tremble every few seconds, a quick glance over her shoulder gave her the reason. The dragon she had left peacefully slumbering in the cave was now very much awake, running behind her with its tongue lolled out.

"You're not supposed to follow me!"

The dragon continued bounding after her, occasionally running ahead and circling her. It was having a grand time playing this game. When Ava hit the forest she began darting between trees and going in circles in an attempt to get the reptile off her trail. She kept running a few minutes after she lost sight of it then crept through the woods so she wouldn't attract its attention again.

She sat hidden in a bush near the edge of a small meadow. Snow covered the open space creating a beautiful monochrome landscape. The choices were through or around and Ava didn't have time to go all the way around. The sun had already entered the western portion of the sky and she still had a ways to go. With a sigh she stood and jumped into a sprint, clearing the meadow as quickly as her legs allowed. Thankfully there was a cluster of rocks nearby that happened to contain a boulder big enough to hide behind. She positioned herself out of sight and waited to catch her breath before darting to the next spot.

Ava looked closely at the stone when its colors started to swirl, hoping she wasn't about to pass out. But it turned red and became a very dragony shape. She growled in annoyance.

"I never lost you did I?"

The creature's response was to peel itself off the rock and join her on the ground. It sat staring at her intently and waited to begin the next game.

"You're the one who's been following me aren't you? Coming around my house at night, in the woods and on the path? Why?"

Looking into his wide yellow eyes, Ava began to really see the dragon for the first time. The delicate looking scales on his snout, nostrils quivering with each monstrous breath. Farther down his body the scales grew larger, each scale was consistent with the others, keeping the same size and shape, none out of place. His color was mostly a deep scarlet, except for some shaded or highlighted areas. Down his legs the scales became a dark maroon it was also along his back as tiger stripes and lining his cream underbelly. On his neck were thin, leaf shaped spines that continued down his back to his tail. His wings were folded neatly over his sides, lifting as his belly expanded each time he inhaled. They were patterned with a striking yellow accompanied by orange and red.

He continued staring at her as she looked at him, unblinking. Her eyes moved back up to his which were filled with curiosity and intelligence. She was amazed that such an exotic looking creature never flaunted its beauty, choosing instead to blend in to its surroundings and hide in the shadows. _I wonder why_. The thought only wandered for a moment before it was pushed out by the outrageous idea that consumed her mind. Without thinking she followed her desire and stretched out her hand. Slowly she inched closer, mesmerized by the dragon and gently laid her hand on his muzzle.

The dragon was surprised by the contact and jumped, which frightened Ava and caused her to pull her hand away quickly backing up a step. His ever expressive eyes seemed to convey hurt and disappointment. Ava felt guilty for putting that look there and couldn't let it stay. Bravely she set her palm on his nose again. It fit perfectly between his two nostrils with her fingers straddling the small horn that protruded from his snout. He instantly relaxed, his expression becoming one of pure bliss. Ava studied the ground, feeling silly to be standing there with her hand on a dragon's nose just to keep him from having a tantrum. And slowly, as she wiggled her fingers to stroke his snout, the dragon's eyes closed. This marked a rare moment when both human and dragon allowed themselves to be vulnerable, completely trusting the other not to harm them.

Thoughts of home chose that exact moment to come flooding back, a painful reminder that she was not staying here. _Don't get attached. You've already made it hard enough to leave_. The memories brought with them a flood of emotion, causing her to squeeze her eyes shut.

"I'm sorry," She choked out as she turned and walked briskly through the woods.

The dragon either unaware or dismissive of her emotions, trotted after her. Overtaking her in just a few strides, he slowed his pace to walk beside her. Seeming to understand there were no more games he was content to stay side by side.

Ava had trouble reining herself in. Despite the war going on inside her head on the outside she stayed relaxed and ignored the dragon completely, hoping he would go away. When she reached the hills where her walk began the day before, she found they were now covered in waist deep snow. Wading through them took much longer and tried Ava's patience.

The dragon was not so keen on wading through ice cold snow. Instead he opened his wings and flew overhead, gliding on the lingering breezes of the long gone storm. Cutting through the air like a stingray through water he kept himself and Ava entertained with his aerial antics. He rolled and flipped in the air, climbing high for dives and swooping low across the plain of snow.

Watching the graceful creature in the air helped take her mind off the unpleasant coldness she was experiencing from the waist down. It was like the first few seconds of jumping in a pool, the icy shock of cool water meeting warm skin. But unlike jumping in a pool, the initial chill didn't wear off. It wrapped itself around her, penetrating every layer until she was frozen to the bone. After a while she grew numb, but it only dulled the cold slightly, making every second misery.

_If only I had wings, I could fly up there too. Out of this cursed snow and glide right back to town where I could warm up by a cozy fire._ She let herself continue to daydream, it helped her forget about the cold, her growling stomach and how tired she was after a sleepless night and a day full of activity.


	12. Instructions Not Included

**So as you can see I decided to make this it's own chapter and not join it with ****_Travel Companion_****. And a little longer this time. More is on the way, enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>Instructions Not Included<strong>

* * *

><p>Surprisingly the dragon continued following her into the village, flitting across rooftops instead of gliding overhead. The usually active village was strangely vacant making Ava uneasy. The dragon didn't seem to mind the lack of villagers; he continued darting from shadow to shadow as he stayed in view of the weary girl. She staggered along the cleared path (a more appropriate term would be mini snow canyon) towards her house. All she needed was a warm bed and a few hours of sleep, and then she would worry about what happened to everyone. She wasn't much help as exhausted as she was and there couldn't be a need so dire they needed her right at that very moment.<p>

With the sun long gone there was nothing to block out the tiny stars that had begun to twinkle in the dark expanse above her. Noises up ahead put the dragon on alert. After a few moments the source was exposed as the academy members, accompanied by their dragons, came around the corner of a house, looking quite worn out themselves. The sight of so many Vikings coming towards him forced the dragon to flee, blending in along the rooftops and disappearing in the shadows.

Ava was relieved to see her friends had weathered the storm well and quickened her pace as much as she could to meet them. Surprise was written all over their faces, all happy to see her back safely. As soon as exclamations of surprise and greeting were over questions spilled from the group. So many voices speaking at once came out as jumbled nonsense making Ava unable to understand anything well enough to answer. The teens calmed themselves and grew silent, waiting for someone to speak.

Taking the opportunity of silence Hiccup started. "Where have you been? I looked all over for you before the storm and couldn't find you anywhere."

"I was out on a walk when the storm started. I wandered around until I found a cave and stayed there all night." With a yawn she added, "I didn't get much sleep. How are the sheep doing? Did they get them all inside?"

"Yeah, your handlers did a great job getting all the sheep ready for the storm."

Ava's chest swelled with pride of her now independent team. If she wasn't so tired it might have shown on the outside as well. "What about you guys?" She continued. "You look awful."

"I know right? It's great," Tuffnut replied.

"We rode out the storm shut up in the Great Hall," Astrid explained. "Ever since the storm ended we've been digging like crazy to get supplies out for everyone."

"We were just down at the docks melting ice so repairs could be started on the fishing fleet. We need food as soon as possible," Hiccup added. "We're out of shots so we're done for the night. See you tomorrow."

Ava waved her goodbye and continued the trek to her home. The dragon's absence went unnoticed. Once inside she crawled up the stairs and collapsed onto her bed. After kicking her boots off she curled up and fell asleep.

She wasn't seen until dinner time the next day. Sleepily she staggered into the Great Hall, clothes wrinkled and out of place. Her hood was up and pulled forward, hiding the edges of her face. There were a few close calls but miraculously she made it to the table without spilling food on herself or anyone else. She plopped down on the end of the bench, next to Snotlout. Still half asleep, she ate with her fist supporting her chin to keep from nodding.

The others were obviously still curious about how she weathered the storm, but kept quiet until Ava was ready to talk to them. Some were more patient than others, one of the others being Snotlout.

"Why don't you take off your hood?" Snotlout suggested.

"No! No, it stays on," She answered quickly.

"Aww come on," He said as he got up from the bench.

Before she could answer she had to engage in a tug of war with Snotlout over her hood.

"No no no! She screeched.

"Alright alright relaaaax," He replied releasing her hood.

She loosened her grip on the fabric and resumed eating her meal. After only a few seconds movement caught her eye. Ava narrowed her eyes in an attempt to better understand why Hiccup was suddenly gesturing madly and mouthing the word "no". Before she could react, her hood was whipped from her head exposing the wild tangles of hair that had woven together while she slept. Silence fell over the table as the teens looked on.

No one spoke. Silence fell over the whole Hall. Ava sunk down on the bench, mortified. She couldn't bear all the eyes staring at her. Her head dropped to the hard wooden table with a loud bang causing some of the utensils to jump. After a moment a muffled "ow" came from somewhere under the bedraggled hair.

"It's um... it's not that bad," Hiccup said, attempting to console her.

With a sigh Ava raised her head from the table, replacing her hood as she straightened up. The shadow of the fabric hid a reddening mark on her forehead. "Don't lie. I know it's awful."

After a few minutes the usual noise of the Great Hall returned, while an awkward silence continued to hang over the teen's table. Ava finished her plate and rose to return her dishes. "See you tomorrow."

When she arrived home she kicked her boots off by the door, climbed to the loft and curled up in bed, cloak and all. The next morning she awoke several hours earlier than usual, feeling especially rested. _Must've finally caught up_, she thought to herself happily. She took the extra time to finally work on the matted mess she called hair. Feeling very ill equipped with only a comb, Ava set to work. Tugging at the ends and pulling each strand free, stroke by stroke her hair was slowly being unraveled from the dozens of knots. The work was tedious and boring. It took a very long, frustrating hour, but after what seemed like eternity, Ava accomplished what she believed to be a nearly impossible task. Her light brown hair hung straight down her back, free of all tangles.

She estimated it would be at least another hour before anyone started getting up and decided to take a walk. She tied a bit of twine around her wrist in case she wanted to tie her hair back later. After pulling her cloak around her shoulders and stepping into her soft boots Ava stepped outside. A soft breeze blew gently across the snowy landscape beneath a blanket of stars. The sliver of moon provided dim light. Dragons could be heard roaring in the distance and making all kinds of other worldly sounds as they stalked through the darkness. Early morning was the time they were most active.

She moved silently, listening to all the sounds of the night. She walked through the village, so peaceful without the bustling Vikings moving about their daily business. Passing by Astrid's house Stormfly cackled a greeting from her shed. Ava waved and continued on her way. She ended her stroll at the ramps leading down the cliff to the docks. Sitting down she leaned against the rocky surface, waiting for the sun to peek over the dark ocean.

Sounds of Vikings just beginning their day could be heard across the village. Ava stood and made her way to the Great Hall where cooks were preparing the morning meal. The teens chatted happily as they ate; the incident of the previous day was forgotten. Ava filled in all the details of her adventure, answering any questions her friends had. Sometime during the meal she was informed the sheep barns were being dug out that morning, so Ava made that her next stop.

She arrived just as they were chipping away the last remnants of ice casing the doors. The flock was well fed through the storm, thanks to the team of handlers they had plenty of food set out. The sheep bleated in their stalls pleading to be let out in the fresh air. As Ava and the other caretakers got to work she wondered when she would see her scaly friend again. She still wondered if he had been the one that haunted her yard all those nights. She pushed her curiosities aside until later that day.

After brushing and shearing and feeding and herding Ava was glad to finally be able to sit down while she translated the Book of Dragons that evening. Fishlegs estimated that if they kept working at their current pace, the English Book of Dragons would be complete in three more days. In the far corner of the village only Hiccup, Fishlegs, Gustav and Ava remained in the academy. Hiccup and Fishlegs were engaged in a heated discussion about something they were considering adding to the Book of Dragons. Gustav had grown tired of sitting on the bench and swinging his legs as he read. Now he lay across the bench holding the book above his face. About two pages back he had dropped the ancient tome on his face. He now held it at an angle as a precaution. Should he drop it again, the book would fall to his chest, a much less painful place to drop something so heavy.

Ava was beginning to notice the creeping feeling of being watched. Logically she glanced around the arena. Hiccup and Fishlegs were still focused on their debate and Gustav's gaze was blocked by the book he read from. Trying to ignore it, Ava resumed writing. They had just started Mystery Class, the last class of dragons and the last section of the book. She was fascinated by the strange creatures Mystery Class held and shared Hiccup's desire to study the creatures. The feeling continued to nag her, someone was watching her, of that she was sure now.

"Is that a Changewing?" Fishlegs exclaimed suddenly.

Everyone paused and looked at Fishlegs confusedly. Hiccup turned to follow the boy's gaze to the wall of the arena. Gustav sat up and closed the book, saving his place with a thumb between the pages. Ava looked up from her paper, training her eyes on the stone wall as well. Familiar golden eyes looked back at her.

"Yeah I think it is," Hiccup answered after studying the form on the wall.

"A... Changewing? That's what that's called?" Ava asked, getting up from her seat.

"Yes, a very territorial dragon, extremely stealthy, also part of Mystery Class." Fishlegs began reciting the dragon's stats under his breath.

"That's the dragon that's been following me. I met it in the forest when I first got to Berk, before you rescued me. I think he's also the same dragon that came around my house at night. I've tried everything but I can't get him to leave me alone!"

"Dragons make bonds with certain people. Like with me and Toothless. Once they bond with someone, they won't have a bond like that with anyone else. And they won't leave your side." With a smile he added, "So whether you like it or not, it looks like you've got a dragon!"

"What! No! I can't... I... I..." Ava deflated as she trailed off, looking very defeated. "I have a dragon..." She paused for a moment, her eyes still wide in surprise. She took another look at the Changewing excited and frustrated at the same time. _It just gets harder and harder to leave! How am I ever going to get home anyway?_

Her thoughts were interrupted by Fishlegs piping up. "Now would probably be a good time to start training it."

"Huh? What?" She stammered, unsure what had been said.

"He's not going to stop following you. If you trained him, at least he would do what you say."

"Oh yeah, that. That sounds good." Three pairs of eyes stared expectantly at her. "Oh now? Uh... ok ... What do I do?"

"You could start with getting him to come to you," Hiccup suggested.

She turned to face the dragon and feeling very awkward gave her best stab at dragon training. "Hey, um, dragon... so would you come down here?" The beast cocked its head at her curiously. "Come... here," she repeated pointing at the ground in front on her.

The dragon responded by crawling down the wall. He strode over and stretched out his neck to sniff Ava. "Hey there..." Murmuring softly she gently set her hand on the Changewing's muzzle. The beast sighed and nudged her hand. Behind her, the boys were silent, captivated by the scene. Cautiously the dragon peered around the girl to observe the Vikings. He eyed them warily until Ava assured him they wouldn't cause any harm. "Ok… what now?"

"That's something you have to decide."

"What? You're the master dragon trainer! Can't you just tell me what to do?"

"Training a dragon isn't something you can have step by step directions for. It's something both the dragon and rider have to figure out for themselves. There are basic rules that can apply to everyone because let's face it, dragons will be dragons. But everyone is different and something that works for one person and dragon may have the complete opposite effect on another team."

Ava huffed disappointedly.

"It's getting pretty late," Fishlegs observed. "Gustav isn't your mother expecting you?" The boy rolled his eyes but put away the book and headed home.

"See you guys tomorrow," Hiccup shouted as he headed towards the exit, his metal prosthetic clicking against the stone floor.

"Come on dragon!" Ava called after waving to Fishlegs. When she turned to leave the Changewing trotted after her. She wasn't sure whether that was because of the command or because he didn't want to be alone. Shrugging it off, they walked side by side all the way home. The moon was a slightly larger crescent tonight and gave just enough of light when it wasn't hiding among the clouds. When it was out the snow glittered beautifully in the silver moonlight. The soft beams made the dragon's scales glint mysteriously in the semi-darkness. _Of all the dragons to have, I sure did get a good one_, Ava thought happily.


	13. Hello My Name Is
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**Hello My Name Is**

* * *

><p>The dragon slept soundly outside all night. Ava had a hard time falling asleep because she was so excited, but when she did she rested peacefully. When she awoke the next morning she readied herself quickly so she might have some time to work with her dragon before going to the barns.<p>

She stepped outside to an empty yard. "Helloooo? Where are you?" A warm blast of air blew over her shoulders. Turning around she found the dragon clinging to the wall of her house, its colors fizzling into the usual scarlet. "Oh there," she answered herself. "Well um, good morning..." They stared at eachother awkwardly. "I guess I should wait till later when Hiccup can tell me how to train you." The dragon snorted, his forked tongue stuck out as he licked his lips. "Oh you're probably hungry! Come on, at least I know how to do that."

The dragon was happy to follow her down the path from her house, but it took some persuasion to get him into the village. He shied away from any Viking that passed by and stayed glued to Ava's side. "I know you don't like it. But you're doing so well!" She praised. "Alright we're here." A few dragons were already perched on the feeders, sorting through the fish to find what they liked most. Ava watched her dragon expectantly. Said dragon mirrored the action. "The food is up there." She pointed to where the other dragons were. The Changewing cocked his head at her curiously. "Food. Eat. Up. There. Where the dragons are!" This time he looked up and saw the other dragons guzzling fish.

He crouched and with a sweep of his wings was airborne and headed to the top. He perched lightly next to a green and yellow Nadder. Before he could even sniff the salty fish smell the Nadder cackled menacingly at him with a tailful of spikes cocked behind it. He gurgled an apologetic sound and sidestepped away. Once a comfortable distance was between them the Changewing began snagging fish with the long teeth protruding from his underbite.

Now that her dragon was eating contentedly Ava strode over to the Great Hall for her own breakfast. Toothless lay in the grass eating his breakfast from a basket on the ground. The fishy smell drifted through the area making Ava scrunch her face and step quickly passed.

All her friends were eager to share their dragon training knowledge. Hiccup and Fishlegs twittered about getting to study a mystery class dragon and all the additions they would need to make to the Book of Dragons. When the conversations started to die down, Fishlegs asked "So now that you have a dragon are you going to join the academy?"

"Well I'd love to, but I can't just leave my work at the sheep barns," she replied disappointedly.

"Maybe we can each take turns going over the day's training in the afternoon with you," Hiccup suggested.

Everyone agreed. Astrid thought it was a "Great idea."

Snotlout couldn't wait to teach her "Everything he knew."

"That won't take long," Ruff snickered to Tuff.

"That's a great plan," Ava started. "But where are we meeting and who's coming when?"

Hiccup looked thoughtful before he answered "Well it depends on what the training is really..."

"We could tell her at lunch," Astrid suggested. "We would be done with training and all be here so we could decide then who's going and where that is."

"That works," Fishlegs replied.

"Well then, I'll see you all at lunch," Ava said happily as she got up to return her dishes and head to the barns. She called down her Changewing from the feeders. He had picked up "come" quickly and obeyed willingly. Still wary of everyone but Ava, he stuck close to his human friend for comfort. With the little time she had they worked on the "stay" command so that he wouldn't come near the barns and scare the animals. He seemed to understand well enough so Ava left him a short distance from the barns and hoped he obeyed.

She arrived right on time and found her fellow shepherds already started with the morning routine. One of the ladies was carrying a bucket of grain down the aisle and spoke as she passed by Ava. "Tha Head wants ta see ya."

Ava's mind immediately flew to anything she had ever done that might possibly have been wrong. _I'm not late... Did I forget to do something yesterday? _She searched every corner of her mind trying to find the fault she had made. When she found the Head of Animal Husbandry she had worked herself up into a tightly strung ball of nerves. She couldn't hold back anymore and before he could say anything she exploded with her apologies. "I'm so sorry for whatever I did! I promise whatever it is I'll fix it, I'll replace it. I'll do whatever it takes to make it right again." She had said everything in one breath and was gasping for air when she was done.

The man's left eyebrow got higher and higher as she spoke and now it dropped back to its normal level as he chuckled. "You haven't done anything wrong."

"What? But why would you want to see me?"

"Since you got your own dragon I thought you would want to join the academy with the rest of the dragon riders."

"Yes I do, sir, very much. But the training conflicts with my work here. And I knew I couldn't just leave so..." She trailed off when he held up his hand for silence.

"That is why I'm releasing you from your duties."

"But the sheep handlers-"

"Can work fine on their own. You've reformed the entire system in both barns and now they are working better than ever. There's not much more you could do here if you stayed."

Ava clasped her hands and bounced on her toes, thinking this must be a dream. "Oh thank you sir!"

He glanced at the position of the sun and replied "You better hurry, you don't want to miss your dragon training," and winked.

She looked up quickly as well. "Oh thank you again sir!" She exclaimed hurriedly as she jogged back to where she left her dragon. It seemed the training she did paid off because the Changewing was right where she left him. He was asleep, but he hadn't left. "Wake up- I really need to think of a name for you."

He gazed at her drowsily and smacked his lips. "Come on, come on we're already late!" She yelled over her shoulder as she ran towards the village. The dragon got up and trotted after her, shaking the sleep from his head. He stopped in his tracks at the edge of the village, but Ava kept going. Prancing uneasily he couldn't decide to stay away from the Vikings or stay close to his human. He snorted decisively and with a flap of his wings for a speed boost, bounded after her.

They were greeted by six surprised faces when they entered the arena.

"I thought you had to work in the sheep barns?" Hiccup asked confusedly.

"The Head of Animal Husbandry said there was no work left for me to do there so I should join the academy to help out instead."

"That's great!" Fishlegs exclaimed.

"I hope we aren't interrupting anything."

"We were halfway through a precision firing exercise," Hiccup explained. By now the academy dragons had started drifting over to the newest addition. "But it looks like that's over for now."

The dragons had all gathered near the Changewing, observing it curiously. Toothless was the first to say "hello" with a sniff. When the Changewing started to move closer to sniff the Night Fury, Toothless gave him a discouraging growl. The scarlet dragon recoiled and allowed Toothless to finish inspecting him.

Barf and Belch edged in for a sniff of their own, setting off something in the Changwing. He bared his teeth and hissed quietly. The Zippleback ignored the warning. Belch discovered the Changewing's antennae and nudged it curiously. This produced a louder hiss from the shorter dragon and Belch was given a flick in the face with the antenna. Barf came to the defense of his other half with a snarl. Toothless stood idly by, watching the three dragons interact. The Changewing was not going to be intimidated by the Zippleback and snapped at Barf. Rather than backing off, the Changwing's desired response, Barf shot a stream of gas in its face.

The teens watched in horror as the green gas billowed around the Changewing. They could barely stand the suspense of waiting for the mysterious dragon's reaction. When the gas cleared the Changewing was salivating profusely. The liquid filled his underbite and trickled between his fang like teeth, dripping from his lips. A small puddle was created from the saliva leaking from his mouth. When about a half dozen drops had fallen, every drop after sizzled into the ground. The Zippleback was not sure what to make of the situation and backed up cautiously. After licking his lips the Changewing shot acid-infused saliva at its oppressor. The erosive substance splattered on the dragon's right side.

At first it seemed to do nothing. But after several seconds the telltale sizzle could be heard. The dragon bent its heads over to examine the strange liquid dripping down their side.

"Someone might want to go get some water," Hiccup suggested quietly. After several suspenseful minutes of waiting the Zippleback began howling wildly and bolting around.

"Our dragon!" Ruffnut screeched.

"Get some water, now!" Hiccup ordered as he rushed toward the dragon. Tuff sprinted after him to assist in corralling the creature before it caused more harm to itself or others. The chase lasted half an hour when finally, with nowhere else to go, the two headed dragon curled up in the corner of its stall, whimpering pitifully. Hiccup was handed a bucket of water as he approached the beast cautiously. When he was as close as he dared, he threw the water on the corroded area and made a hasty retreat.

The dragon winced but showed immediate signs of improvement by getting up and shaking off the water. It examined the burned area and proceeded to scratch its necks.

"Get another bucket of water and some blankets," Hiccup asked with a much calmer tone this time. He was quickly handed what he asked for. "Tuff, Ruff, come here." They obeyed hesitantly.

"Is he gonna be ok?" Ruffnut croaked with a sniff.

"Yes, he'll be fine. Now I need you to get one of those blankets and soak it in the water. Yes like that. Now make sure it isn't dripping. Tuff, I need you to distract Barf and Belch. Talk to them, sing to them, whatever."

"Why do I have to do it?"

"Because... because... oh just distract the dragon!"

"Fine," he groaned gloomily.

"Ruff, you ready?"

"Yeah I think so," she replied, wringing out the blanket.

"Ok what you're gonna do is rub down their necks and everywhere else the acid could have splashed. We have to get every drop off or it will keep irritating him."

"But-"

"Poor choice of words! Just do what I said ok?"

She nodded and gently rubbed the wet fabric over the mottled green scales. The remaining teens watched curiously as the three worked. Tuff was having a pretty good time with the dragons, most likely the only thing that listens to him talk.

"So did you hear the one about the berserker? No? Well then you are in for a good one my friend."

Gustav had wandered down after hearing the commotion and peered curiously in the stall. "What's going on?"

The sound made the dragon jump and produced a chorus of shushes from every other human in the area. He cringed and entered the stall. Watching from outside was impossible with the stall being dark and the sun shining brightly.

"And then we'll go a skrilling. And he loved it! I know right? Crazy..." Tuffnut continued his conversation easily, occupying the dragons' full attention.

Hiccup was examining the worst of the burns and muttering to himself. He picked off a few scales and poked a few places as he felt around the rest of the dragon for any other injuries.

"Hooligan tribe won't you come out tonight? Come out tonight! Come out tonight..."

"Not that song again," Astrid muttered with obvious annoyance.

The academy dragons had gathered around the stall entrance, looking in at their injured friend. Ava noticed her Changewing standing alone at the other end of the arena and promptly left the stall. None of the dragons moved to take her place, respecting the space of the Zippleback.

"You're ok, right?" She asked worriedly. At the sound of her voice the dragon perked up and met her halfway. "I don't think you really meant to hurt him like that, did you?" The dragon snorted and snuffled her hands asking for a pat. She stroked his neck absent-mindedly as she watched for movement in the stall. "I mean he was bothering you, he kind of deserved it," she added under her breath.

Everything seemed to go silent for a moment then Hiccup emerged followed by the other teens whose dragons followed them away from the stall. Once he got up to her Hiccup gave her the news, "He's gonna be ok," he smiled. She let out a pent up sigh of relief. "It was only minor damage. Most of the scales burned off, but his skin is fine. If it hadn't been on so long it probably wouldn't have even penetrated the scales."

"What about her dragon?" Ruffnut asked angrily. "It attacked Barf!"

"And Belch!" Tuffnut piped in.

"It should be punished!"

"Whoa whoa whoa guys calm down. First of all, Barf and Belch provoked the attack. They didn't get the message when... Ava you need to think of a name for your dragon."

"Yeah I know..."

"They didn't back off when the Changewing told them to. And with a new dragon added to their group they have to rearrange the pecking order."

"What?" The twins were completely lost.

"The dragons were trying to decide who was in charge of who. Barf and Belch wanted to be the boss of Ava's dragon, but he wasn't having it. It could've been worse you know."

"It's not gonna be like this all the time, is it?"

"No. At least, I don't think so."

"From what the Book of Dragons says, once they work out their differences they should all get along fairly well," Fishlegs responded as he closed the book.

"Well thats a relief," Hiccup replied before facing Ava. "So, a name."

"Oh now? Well... um... I don't know."

"What does he do?" Ruffnut rasped.

"Tag-along!" Ava burst out, feeling too pressured to think clearly.

"Not bad," Snotlout commented with pursed lips and a nod.

"Sounds good to me," Fishlegs added.

"Tag huh?" Ava said quietly as she looked at her dragon. "I guess it works."

The rest of the morning was spent watching the dragons get acquainted. Toothless was obviously still at the top of the totem pole and it was clear that wasn't changing anytime soon. Ruff and Tuff left early to get some ointment to put on their dragon's burns. They seemed to have forgotten the traumatic morning and were discussing what the scar would look like, if there was one and how cool it would look. No other incidents occurred between the dragons. After observing them for an hour it was clear Tag was not a pushover, he preferred to choose his battles. Most of which were brief and mild, intervention was not necessary.

At lunch they decided to go ahead with their afternoon training schedule anyway, since Ava wouldn't be able to participate in the morning training for at least a week or two. Everyone agreed Hiccup would take his turn last, to make sure what everyone taught her was correct.

Fishlegs took that afternoon which they spent mostly translating the Book of Dragons. Her training would go best if she knew everything she possibly could about Changewings so she could read the dragon appropriately. They made great progress on the book getting through two dragon species. To be able to say they did actual dragon training, Ava needed some first hand experience. So they spent a good fifteen minutes searching for the spot on a Changewing's chin that immobilizes them. Ava found it at last and Tag had no idea something could feel so good. While they were scratching all over the dragon's head and neck Fishlegs told her about dragonnip and dragonroot and how they effected different dragons.

Ava told him about the progress she had made with commands and he suggested a few she might find useful. After dinner she practiced "stay" and "come" to make sure Tag had them down pat. She was thinking about what command to try next when it occurred to her that her dragon might not always be close enough to hear her voice. This led to connecting "come" with a whistle which could be heard much easier at a distance.

Worn out from a full day of dragon training Ava slept well that night. The next morning her consciousness came drifting back despite her best effort to stay asleep. The thick wool blankets were wound around her tightly creating a cocoon of warmth. _I hope Tag doesn't mind me- wait, I have a dragon! What am I doing in bed when I can be out there training him?_ She tossed around to untangle herself from the blankets before throwing them back and bounding down the ice cold wooden stairs, buckling her belt as she went. Once on the ground floor she eyed the wooden table with her tools and treasures, one of which the dragon tooth. Striding by the table Ava grabbed her knife and slid it into the sheath on her belt without faltering. Heading towards the door she stepped into her boots while tying on her cloak and was fully dressed and out the door in less than five minutes.

The frosty morning air hit her the moment she stepped out, causing her cheeks to flush a rosy red. Smoothing down her hair she crooned to the dragon sleeping in the snow near the door. He stood up and shook the flakes that had accumulated over night from his gleaming burgundy scales. The deep reds and bright yellows contrasted sharply against the pale white snow. Tag snorted a greeting that produced a small cloud of smoke from his nostrils. His forked tongue poked out and ran over his lips as he sighed.

"Alright, alright let's go get breakfast."

In an attempt to keep him out of the Great Hall during breakfast, Ava commanded him to stay, then go eat, hoping he would return to the spot when he was finished. To her frustration she spotted him larking above around the rafters.

"Are you going to watch dragon training this morning?" Fishlegs asked.

"No, I'm going to do a little investigating," she replied cryptically with a knowing smile.


	14. Nightmare in the Woods
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* * *

><p><strong>Nightmare in the Woods<strong>

* * *

><p>Ava was ready to test her theory. At her command, Tag had happily cleared the snow from a patch of ground with a sweep of his tail. She pulled the tooth from her pocket, curiosity blooming in her imagination. Confidently she approached her dragon, looking into his mouth was not as easy as she thought it would be. Without being near him she could plainly see the many razor sharp teeth that protruded from his underbite, none of which matched the denticle she held.<p>

When she finally wrestled him into a position where she could see into his mouth she was met by the pungent smell of rotting meat. Holding his scaly lips apart she could see small teeth lined the top jaw, easy to overlook with the intimidating laniary teeth comprising the lower jaw. However near the back of the jaw the teeth were smaller. The triangular shape and slight curvature was very familiar. Lining up the tooth from her pocket next to the dragon's jaw she could tell it was a match. There was even a tooth of similar size that was not fully exposed from the gum, most likely the replacement of the tooth she now held in her hand.

"There's one. Now, come over here," she directed him to the patch of bare dirt. Only the tips of his claws imprinted in the frozen soil creating an identical track to those that had covered the hard packed dirt near her house months earlier.

"What in the world would make you want to follow me for so long?" Ava stood staring off into space pondering possible explanations while Tag explored.

"Here you are!"

"Gustav! What're you doing here?" She replied in surprise.

"Finally finding you. I had to look through the whole village."

"Don't you have chores to do?"

"Yeah," he shrugged. "I have something to show you though. Come with me!" The boy jogged off in the direction of the village, going a distance backwards to make sure she followed. With a shrug of her own and an expression that read "why not?" she followed him, Tag taking up the rear at a trot.

Once they reached the opposite side of the village, Gustav headed into the forest. Walking side by side Ava observed the young boy. His expression was relaxed as he strode along, a leather satchel bouncing at his side.

After pondering for a few moments she couldn't decide on a reasonable explanation. Curiosity got the best of her. "What's that for?"

"You'll see." He smiled up at her, excitement shining in his eyes.

After traipsing through the woods for what felt like hours, taking every odd direction and side trail there was Ava felt hopelessly lost. She feared the twins had put the boy up to playing a part in a prank they planned for her.

"You know where you're going, right?"

"Yep. Do you know where we are?"

"No," she answered hesitantly.

"I've been thinking about this for a while and I decided I trust you enough to show you." His expression became contemplative for a moment before continuing. "But just in case I don't want you to be able to lead anyone else back here."

His statement worried Ava immensely. She looked behind her to make sure Tag still followed. He plodded along lazily, swiveling his head now and then to look around. His eyelids drooped and his antennae practically dragged on the ground. _I hope he knows the way home, I don't want to get stuck out here if Gustav ditches us_.

"Ok, we're here." At his announcement he stopped, arms raised, presenting the area. They stood in the middle of a small clearing. The terrain was mostly loose dirt, shaded by the towering pines overhead. A faint smoky scent was mixed in with the spicy pine and fresh air. Smiling at her, he raised his fingers to his lips and let out a two-tone whistle. Ava covered her ears to block out the piercing sound and Tag snapped to attention.

Moments later a multicolored adolescent Monstrous Nightmare scrambled into the clearing making a beeline for Gustav. Digging its claws into the soil the dragon skidded to a stop inches in front of the boy, blowing hot fishy breath in his face.

"Hey boy," he giggled as he reached into his satchel and produced a cod. "Ava, this is Fanghook."

"I thought you were supposed to let him go," Ava commented, her arms crossed and lips pursed to the side.

"I know I was supposed to, but I couldn't lose him! He's the greatest dragon. Just like Hookfang! You wouldn't give up Tag if someone told you to, would you?"

She agreed with a sigh, knowing it was no use to argue. "He has beautiful coloration."

"We've gotten great at flying, want to see?" Without waiting for an answer he climbed up on the dragons neck and took off. Directing the Nightmare towards the trees circling the clearing, they weaved through them effortlessly. Shifting his weight to direct his mount Gustav leaned into the turns. The dragon responded readily, banking and curving gracefully.

After circling the clearing they turned in and swooped through the middle and began a climb. Ava could see the young dragon loved the quick climbs. But he got a little too enthusiastic in the rushing wind and became less responsive to the boy's commands. Gustav managed to fight him into circling the clearing again and set him up for a dive. Charging towards the ground the small dragon cautiously pulled out of the dive early and at his rider's command shot liquid fire at a charred rock near the edge of the clearing. After zooming one last lap he reined in his mount and landed near where Ava and Tag stood.

Panting, he asked "What did you think?"

_I hope this doesn't give him an even bigger head than he already has sitting on that dragon._ "I have to admit, you've got some talent."

"Great!" His exclamation startled the young dragon beneath him, almost unseating him from the saddle. Climbing back into place he adjusted his helmet. "I've been trying to get good enough to impress Hiccup when I show him. Then maybe he'll let me join the academy."

Ava did her best not to shudder at the thought of what damage this pair was capable of. Gustav didn't seem to notice. "So when are you going to start flying on Tag?"

"I still have lots of groundwork to do. Training commands, speeding responses and building sensitivity. If he won't listen on the ground, he's not going to listen in the air. I wouldn't want a slight miscommunication to create a major problem."

"Aw that's just little stuff. You can work on it later once you're good at flying. Hiccup just doesn't want anyone else to join his little club. He did it to me and he's doing it to you."

"No, Gustav, you're wrong. Groundwork is important. You just can't see that right now."

The boy huffed but argued no more. "You're not going to tell Hiccup are you?" As she thought it over his eyes seemed to bore into her, digging for the answer and trying to drag it out before it left her lips. His expression grew more desperate as each second ticked by.

"No," she answered finally. "No, I'm not going to tell him." The boy deflated with relief. "On one condition."

"What?" He exploded.

"I won't tell as long as you promise not to do any flying unless I'm out here with you. I don't want you getting hurt when there's no one around to help."

Glumly he replied "ok fine."

"Deal?"

"Deal," he affirmed.

On the return trip to the village Gustav showed Ava the hidden path he had created to and from the clearing. She was impressed with the boy's cleverness. He had many secret landmarks to show the way. Ava was happy to finally leave behind the dense underbrush when they emerged from the thick foliage into the main path. Pine needles no longer pricked at her flesh but it still tingled with dozens of tiny scratches.

By the time they reached the great hall the midday meal was almost over. The teens had recently finished eating and now chatted leisurely. When Ava entered they all looked her direction curiously.

Fishlegs voiced the question that was burning in the minds of everyone at the table. "Did you get all your investigating done?"

"Yes, I did. And I think you all will be very interested in what I found." As she sunk to the bench next to Snotlout they all seemed to lean closer. "I compared the tooth I found to Tag's and they match. I also had him walk on a patch of frozen soil which made a track exactly like the strange claw tip ones we found before. I think it's safe to say he has been tagging along longer than we think."

"I wonder what made him bond to you in the first place?" Hiccup asked.

"He didn't seem very interested in me the first time we met. He just walked away like I was nothing."

"We still have so much to learn about dragons," Fishlegs sighed.

Astrid picked up the conversation with a change of subject. "So what were you and Gustav doing out in the forest? You almost missed lunch."

_Rats! How did she know about that?_ "Us? Oh, we uh... we were just talking about dragons, we lost track of time." It wasn't really a lie, they had been talking about dragons and they had lost track of time.

"What were you guys talking about?" _Oh Fishlegs you and your dragon knowledge obsession!_

"Ah he just... wanted to know what I've been doing with Tag." She hoped her answers seemed natural and casual, not rushed and made up.

Hiccup steered the conversation in a different direction. "So who's up for training today?"

"Our turn!" Tuffnut announced.

"Come on Ava, let's go," Ruffnut rasped while pulling Ava out of her seat. Snickers went around the table when they saw the pleading looks Ava gave them as she was being dragged away. Tag had obediently stayed outside with the other dragons this time and followed along after Ava's whistle.

"So what are we doing?" Ava asked when they stopped inside the arena.

Tuffnut replied as he rolled a barrel across the stone, "You're gonna teach your dragon to fire on command."

"What kind of damage can a dragon do if it misses all the time?" Ruff jumped in.

"We'll also get to learn a Changewing's shot limit," Ava added but the twins shrugged it off.

"Ok! You're gonna have Tag shoot at these. We've got plenty of water to put them out and fire again," Tuffnut explained, gesturing to a stack of buckets filled with water.

"We'll go first to show your dragon what to do, then you try!" Ruffnut finished seated on her dragon. Tuffnut jogged to the Zippleback and hopped on Belch. Ruff commanded Barf to shoot a cloud of gas at the nearest bullseye painted barrel which Tuff followed with the command for Belch to light.

"Ok, Tag, I hope you were watching." Ava pointed at the target nearest to them and said "fire!" Tag cocked his head at her, contemplating her command. He looked over at the Zippleback, then at the charred barrel. After one more glance at Ava, Tag sighted the selected barrel and swaggered up to it, snorted and began to make a gargling noise in his throat. Moments later he spat a wad of a mucus-like substance onto the barrel. The green slime started oozing down the splintering wood and sizzling. The twins watched in awe as the acid ate away at the painted pine disintegrating half the target. A gaping hole was left in the side making it useless as a container. Ava galloped over to her dragon and praised him lavishly. She pointed out another target and repeated the command.

The Changwing bobbed his head, almost as of nodding and shot a gob of acid at the barrel she selected. It landed with a splash in the center of the red and white rings and telltale sizzling began.

"Um, Tuff, I think it would be best to rinse off the acid before we ruin more of Hiccup's targets," Ava suggested.

"Oh, right." He replied as he slid off his half of the dragon and tossed water onto the barrel before it was eaten through.

Watching the last of the diluted slime run off the barrel and puddle on the ground Ruffnut exclaimed "Your dragon is so cool!"

They kept going until the Changewing was out of shots which they found to be at ten. The twins had newfound appreciation for Ava's dragon and left in good spirits.


	15. What Changewings Do Best

**The wonderful thing about Changewings is Changewings are wonderful things. (Sorry I couldn't resist. Who doesn't love a good Winnie the Pooh quote?) Enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>What Changewings Do Best<strong>

* * *

><p>After a whole week of training with the academy members Ava and Tag had really gotten to know each other. She had learned all his favorite places to be scratched and that he was not fond of having his antennae touched and didn't care much for seafood. Tag learned dozens of commands and was starting to learn new commands faster now that he and his human knew the best ways to communicate with each other. But Ava wouldn't lie, she was a little nervous about going over her training with Hiccup.<p>

He had told her to meet him on top of some hill, she had forgotten the name shortly after it was spoken. The directions Hiccup had given her were easy enough to follow but it was quite a hike. She was seated on Tag near the base of his neck, riding on the ground, something they had just started doing the day before. The Changewing was perfectly fine carrying his friend along and had no trouble bearing her weight. His stride was smooth but swayed terribly with each swaggering step. Those prone to seasickness beware. Ava had gotten used to it by now and the movement didn't bother her as much as it had at first. She was lounging on his back, hands behind her head as a pillow. Thankfully for her when relaxed a Changewing's leaf shaped spines laid flat making his shape more streamlined and a great place to lay back for a nap.

The trail forked ahead and Ava applied light pressure to the dragon's left side turning him up the left path. Steering was a challenge at first. She didn't have a saddle and Tag wanted nothing to do with his antennae being pulled on. Hiccup was against using bridles unless absolutely necessary. Eventually with Astrid's help she worked out a system of pressure and release which the dragon took to without too much protest. She sat up as they began climbing a hill, not interested in sliding down her dragon and getting a dust bath in the path. Hiccup waved from the top and she waved back while they followed the trail as it curved around the cliffs.

"You've made a lot of progress this week," Hiccup commented when they reached the top. A strong breeze blew almost continually, making the grass dance in waves.

"I've had a lot of great trainers to help me."

"Well now I think it's time to get you off the ground, you're already halfway there since your dragon accepts you on his back."

"Ok," she replied slowly. " What do I do?"

"Turn him into the wind and get him moving, then give him the command to fly and hold on."

"That's it? What do I do once I'm in the air?"

"Get a feel for how your dragon flies, check out your steering and communication."

"What if I fall off?"

"Your dragon will catch you."

"You're being pretty laid back about the fact I may be about to fall to my death."

"You've flown before and your bond is strong. He's a good dragon, he won't let you fall," he said as he patted Tag's nose. "Dragons won't feed off your fear like some animals, instead they get concerned and try to protect you."

She took a deep breath. "Ok then, here we go." Lightly pressing her left heel against his side, Ava turned her dragon to face the wind and nudged him forward with both heels. "Up!" She commanded with a nudge. Headed for the cliff Tag had no choice but to spread his vibrant wings and take off. The wind filled the red and yellow membranes and lifted them without any effort from Tag. Two easy flaps got them moving away from the cliff, gliding slowly across the sky.

Sailing on air currents Tag dipped and banked on his own. Ava was holding tight, frozen in place. Peeking down she could see the ground was so very far away, but with all the pointed treetops below her she might not make it that far. She couldn't decide which was worse, being splattered on the ground like a dropped piece of pizza- oh how she missed pizza- or the slow painful death from being impaled by a pine. From the way her legs curled around him and every muscle was tense the dragon could tell she was scared. He turned his head to look back at her. His amber eyes were lit up, she could tell he was loving this. Almost as if he was saying "Just hold on and enjoy the ride, I'll take care of you."

The Changewing's flight was different from a Night Fury's. His back was straighter, long neck stretched out in front of him and his large wings flapped short quick strokes. Each wingbeat made a slight jolt and when the wind ceased shortly he flew in an odd rise and fall pattern. Instead of gliding along flapping to maintain altitude, he let himself sink several feet then made one or two wingbeats which regained the previous altitude before they lost it again and repeated the process. It was a speedy but rough flight pattern. It reminded Ava of a sparrow's flight.

Along with being tossed around by the bursts of speed and altitude, she didn't have a rider in front of her to break the wind that chapped her skin and made her eyes water.

Looking back she could see they had flown quite a distance away from Hiccup. Without loosening her grip on the dragon's barrel she pointed her toe so the heel of her boot pressed into his left side. Tag responded readily by making a sharp left curve. Not expecting such a drastic response Ava was shifted to the right side. She hugged his neck like her life depended on it and in her mind, it did. The wind was less intense down against his neck and she made a mental note of this. Righting herself she let go of his neck and sat up again this time leaning forward slightly. The new position cut back on the wind that she had to fight and made her a little more comfortable now that she could see better.

She was starting to get used to his movements and the wind and the whole flying experience. Beginning to relax she felt ready to experiment. Keeping an extra tight grip with her legs she leaned to the right. In response Tag banked to the right. Gripping the burgundy scales on his neck, Ava applied pressure with her left heel and prepared herself for the quick movement. Again the dragon made a sharp curve but she was ready and rode it out successfully.

She brought him out of the turn and circled around in a large arch to fly back to the cliff. The wind had returned and pushed them along eliminating the need for Tag to flap his wings. Ava was glad she had a moment to relax and glide smoothly. Guessing it was time to land Tag steered himself in and dropped to the ground.

"That was amazing!" Ava exclaimed breathlessly.

"I told you, there's nothing like flying your own dragon. You should spend the next few days practicing your flying and next week you can join in the academy lessons."

"Thank you, Hiccup."

"Are you ready to fly back?" He asked rhetorically as he mounted Toothless and slipped his foot and prosthetic into the stirrups.

"Yes!" She squealed.

He chuckled, "I have a feeling it'll be hard to get you on the ground for anything the next few days." Ava blushed.

With a nudge of her heels and the flight command they were airborne again with Hiccup and his Night Fury beside them. Because they were flying southeast in a south wind the dragons couldn't glide without being blown off course. With such a short distance to go they flew under their own power fighting the wind to stay on course. Ava was having a difficult time riding out the rough bursts. Shouting over the roar of the wind Hiccup said "Practice switching heights."

She nodded and started thinking of how to ask her dragon to fly down or up. Deciding on her method she leaned forward, pressed on his shoulders and said "Down." Adhering to the pressure the dragon immediately angled down until she returned to the slightly forward resting position. Now they were flying straight just below and to the left of Toothless. She leaned back and said "Up" which the dragon already understood and returned to Toothless' level.

Hiccup smiled and gave her a thumbs up before pulling ahead of her. Determined to keep up, she leaned in and urged her dragon faster with a nudge of her heels. A few swift wingbeats and they were even again.

Ava barely had time to catch her breath from the jerky burst of speed before Hiccup gave her a mischievous smile and fell behind. Ava thought fast of how to slow her dragon and decided on leaning back. Tag confused the movement as the cue to go higher and started angling up. Ava quickly corrected his course and leaned back again, this time lightly pulling on a back spine. The revised method did the trick and the Changewing used his wings as breaks to slow their speed. It worked a little too well because they fell behind and had to speed up to get even with the other pair again.

Now over the village Hiccup banked to the left headed for the academy. Ava adjusted their course as well and did so quickly to avoid colliding with the Night Fury on their right side. Cuing her dragon to bank was tricky because his slick scales were a difficult surface to grip. She often found herself slipping out of place and had to fix her position quickly or risk sliding off the dragon. While Hiccup swooped right down into the entrance Ava circled above to wait for it to clear. First spiraling downwards then aiming for the opening, Tag tucked in his wings and glided into the arena. He dropped to the ground and cheers broke out. The rest of the academy members were there and they all applauded Ava on her first solo flight.

She slid to the ground a little too quickly and stumbled several steps forward. Her legs were jelly and ached all over.

"Beginner's pains." Astrid grinned, friendly laughter danced in her eyes. "Once you build up some leg muscle you won't get it anymore. It's great training for when you get a saddle and have to go long stretches crouched over your dragon."

"How did it feel?" Fishlegs inquired.

"Amazing! I didn't think it would be much different than riding behind someone else but I was wrong. It's invigorating and terrifying and empowering all at the same time. I feel like I can do anything when I'm up there. It leaves me breathless and wanting nothing else but to get back up there in the wind and clouds again."

"Welcome to the life of a dragon rider," Hiccup declared. "Many have entered but so far none have been able to leave." Everyone laughed at that. "Now that you can fly, you will be able to attend morning training as an full-fledged member of the academy." Everyone cheered, Ava blushed. "I have to go do something, I'll see you all in training tomorrow morning."

The remaining academy members chatted with Ava about flying and helped her learn common terms that would be used during training. She didn't get home until the sun was long gone and the moon beamed down at her, wondering why she wasn't asleep already.

Over the weekend she flew as much as she could, her muscles aching more and more every day. She arose early the morning of the first day of the new week. Every muscle in her legs and core burned with the slightest movement and ached when still. She rushed out into the chill air and fed Tag. She had been feeding him leftovers from the great hall's kitchen which he preferred over the seafood in the dragon feeders. Today he got chicken. Ava stood by shivering as he tore at the meat. Her breath creating puffs of steam while she rubbed her arms.

When he was finished Ava swung up on his back and nudged him with her heels. The dragon crouched low and tensed then was in the air in an instant. Her sore muscles screamed as she wrapped her legs around him tighter, each wingbeat jerking them higher. A full sweep of his wings and they were racing over the village, cold wind nipping at her cheeks and making her eyes water. She directed him towards the arena and the Changewing, feeling frisky in the early morning air, did a quick corkscrew while adjusting his course. Ava hugged his scaly neck and squeezed her legs against his sides.

They swooped in the arena in one piece, the first pair there. Once on the ground Ava sat up and swatted her dragon's neck. "Quit messing around!" He turned his head to look at her, amber eyes wide with excitement. His claws ticked on the stone floor as he pranced impatiently, begging to get back in the air. "Just wait, everyone will be here soon." Ava whispered soothingly.

And as she said, they arrived one at a time in the following fifteen minutes. After greetings they got down to business. Morning reports were given and the day's training objective was decided. Then it was time for them to mount up and fly to the selected area for training. Hiccup had chosen a stealth exercise that day. He set the boundaries of the course in a portion of forest with a cliff overlooking it. The goal was to sneak through the length of forest without being detected. Each teen took a turn attempting to make it through the course without being spotted while the trainers sat with their dragons on the ledge judging each performance.

Fishlegs went first but didn't make it far before he was seen. The twins attempted to camouflage themselves with branches but a Zippleback covered in foliage is hard to miss. With their cover blown they rejoined the group. Snotlout was next. Before his attempt began though, a cluster of bushes suspiciously caught fire. Most of the group rushed to snuff out the flames with wind from their dragons' wings leaving the course unguarded. The crisis averted, they returned to the ledge to find a very smug Snotlout atop a smoking Hookfang.

Hiccup shook his head in disappointment. "That was impressive creative thinking, Snotlout, but you won't always have something to distract enemies from your lack stealth skills." Turning back to the group he asked, "Who's next?" Snotlout, now being ignored, sat atop his dragon, arms crossed and grumbled with a scowl.

"I guess I'll go," Ava offered. She gave Tag a nudge and he leapt into the air, wings spread, and sped over the treetops. They landed a short distance away, surrounded by the thick flora of Berk. It had been windy on the ledge but here the breeze was nonexistent. The smell of pine and rich soil was sickeningly thick. "Alright, now you need to do what you do best, boy, time to disappear." She patted his neck and laid flat on her stomach on his back. She guided him into a cluster of bushes and waited a moment. The Changewing turned a mottled green on instinct, now almost invisible amidst the vegetation. He turned is winged skull to look back at her, almost as if asking "Was this right?" She smiled and scratched his shoulder.

Lifting her head to scan their immediate surroundings she spotted their next target. "That tree, there." She pointed to the trunk of a large pine, decades old judging from the thickness of the trunk. The dragon bobbed his head and crouched low, at lightning speed he sprung over the bushes and against the bark of the tree. They clung to the trunk hanging vertically, thankfully facing up. He had changed colors in stride and was a striped brown that blended to the bark perfectly. Ava's limbs screamed in protest of overuse as she held herself against the dragon, fighting gravity to stay in place. She selected their next position and directed her dragon's attention to it.

Up on the ledge the whole group was getting impatient. They had scanned the forest thoroughly for several minutes and saw nothing.

"Maybe she hasn't started yet," Fishlegs suggested.

"You can go now!" Snotlout shouted into the trees, hands cupped around his mouth.

"I already did."

Startled they all turned in their saddles at once. Behind them stood Ava and her dragon which was currently a cracked looking gray color.

"You ran the whole course?" Hiccup asked, astonished.

"Yes, weren't you all watching? I didn't hear you call out anything. I thought for sure you had seen us a couple times."

"We didn't see anything," Astrid answered.

"We didn't even hear anything!" Fishlegs exclaimed. "Changewings really are the masters of stealth." Ava blushed. Hiccup and Astrid took their turns but neither performance was as flawless as Ava's. Stormfly could be heard tramping through the underbrush and her bright coloration stood out against the natural tones. Toothless was quieter but he was occasionally visible in blurs of movement through the shadows. The Changewing may have been best on the ground but he had no chance against the star dragons in the skies.


	16. A Trip To Changewing Island

**The chapter title's lame, I know. I may change it if I can think of something better later. **

* * *

><p><strong>A Trip To Changewing Island<strong>

* * *

><p>The dragon riders were starstruck by Ava's performance, asking all sorts of questions over their lunch<p>

"No one's ever been able to train a Changewing! And now look what you're doing with him. Just think of the possibilities!" Fishlegs exclaimed looking excitedly around the table.

"I can think of a few things we could use a Changewing's special skills for," Ruffnut said smiling maliciously at her brother who chuckled in return.

"You are not using Tag for-"

Ava left her sentence to hang and listened to Hiccup speaking to Fishlegs. "It just doesn't make sense. Other Changewings are so aggressive."

"Maybe it has something to do with him being on Berk?" Astrid suggested.

Fishlegs wagged his finger to correct her. "The Changewings were aggressive here too."

"Because their eggs were stolen!"

Hiccup jumped in again, "Maybe they've always been aggressive because we were always threatening? Whenever we've met one it's been when we're trespassing in its territory or threatening its eggs."

"If we could meet one in neutral territory, one on one, without posing any possible threat, we might get different behavior." Fishlegs theorized.

"I'd say it's worth a try. Maybe we'll learn enough to reclassify the Changewing to something more appropriate than Mystery Class."

Snotlout piped in with his usual negativity. "How are we gonna do this? All the Changewings are on Changewing Island. And they don't leave for anything but their eggs and that kind of ruins your plan."

"There's an _island_?" Ava shouted in surprise.

"Yes," Fishlegs answered slowly. "Every dragon species has a specific territory, most residing on individual islands."

"Let's go! Maybe I can get some to follow Tag to somewhere you guys can study them."

"Uhh..." Fishlegs looked to the group for help.

"I don't know if that's the best idea," Hiccup started. "Wild Changewings are... different."

"Tag was a wild Changewing." She countered.

"He's an exception, he's totally unique when it comes to Changewings. That's why we're curious about his behavior."

"Can't Tag at least see the other Changewings? With the exception of Toothless the other dragons all have flocks."

The young Vikings exchanged worried looks. "I really think you shouldn't take him there," Hiccup warned.

"Please Hiccup? Just once?"

"Fine, you can go." He sighed. "But remember that we warned you."

Hiccup was given permission by his father to go on their expedition the next day. Ava gathered her supplies and went to bed early, giddy with excitement. With no saddle to attach a saddlebag to, she packed all her things in a satchel that slung around her shoulder.

They were packed and ready just after dawn. The dragons were restless, sensing the excitement in the air and the weight of the saddlebags at their sides. Fishlegs came prepared for documenting anything and everything. Two empty notebooks, two sticks of charcoal and a small book with the information they had on Changewings copied in it. The teens chattered excitedly as they took to the air.

Flying at a relaxed pace the dragons glided on air currents and soared towards Changewing Island. Tag's straight wings didn't glide very well in the still air forcing him to flap almost constantly. After half an hour she could tell he was getting tired. The other dragons floated lazily, gliding after occasional wingbeats with the exception of Meatlug. Looking up at the bright blue expanse she could see a thin wispy clouds. Cuing her dragon to fly upwards they moved just under the clouds. A swift breeze pushed them along, allowing Tag to glide and rest his wings.

She followed the group from above to land on a rock formation not far from a heavily wooded island.

"I've studied the map and this," Fishlegs pointed to a cove on the north side of the island, "seems to be the best landing site. It's as far from the nests as you can get, on the edge of their territory and offers a quick getaway."

"We can't all go at once, large numbers are threatening. Ava, Fish and I will go to the cove. Astrid, you, Snotlout and the twins scope out the island. Look for anything that might lead to the Changewing's over aggressive behavior other than their nests."

"Got it. What if we run into any Changewings?"

"Do your best not to pose a threat. If they won't stand down, get out of there. But try to avoid them in the first place."

They took off and went their separate ways, flying high over the island to avoid attention. At the cove Ava slid off her dragon into the soft sand. The area was rocky and had ocean access. Tag's antennae were perked and his eyes were wide, pupils constricted to slits. His jaw hung open as he sniffed the air. Snorting, he backed up a step.

"What's wrong, boy?" She asked, stroking his scaly neck.

"Uneasy... unfamiliar territory..." Fishlegs muttered as he scribbled in his notebook.

"So what now? Do we go find the other Changewings?"

"They probably are on their way now, if they're not already here," Hiccup answered. And he was right, they didn't have to wait long for the first group of Changwings to appear. Three revealed themselves from their hiding places among the rocks and gathered together in a tight formation. At first they seemed puzzled by one familiar looking visitor before them, they sniffed the air and cocked their heads. Tag backed up closer to the water, nostrils quivering from quick nervous breaths. The wild dragons stepped forward again, craning their necks to catch his scent. They were, at the moment, completely oblivious to Hiccup, Fishlegs and their dragons standing off to the side. Fishlegs scratched feverishly at his notebooks.

A light breeze came in from the ocean, tousling Ava's hair and bringing with it the smell of salt. At once all three heads shot up, with the scent of intruders in their nostrils they narrowed their eyes and snarled viciously. Tag put as much distance between the hostile dragons and himself as he could, stopping when water swirled around his claws and rushed back to the ocean. Ava trusted her dragon'a instincts and retreated with him.

The Changewing in the middle rose on its hind legs and roared at them menacingly, its posse at its sides growled and drooled, their eyes glared accusingly. Tag curled around his rider protectively, too loyal to fly away and leave her to the dragons.

"AVA!" Hiccup yelled, which was unusual for him. The urgency in his voice hinted it was not the first time he called her. She whipped her head to look in his direction. He and Fishlegs were already mounted on their dragons. "Let's go!"

She scrambled up on her dragon's back, the rush of adrenaline and pressure of fear causing her to kick his sides harder than necessary. However no motivation was needed, as soon as she was on Tag sprung into the air and just dodged the jaws of a Changewing. He darted up to where Toothless and Meatlug flew keeping the quick pace easily.

"Split up!" Hiccup ordered.

He continued south while Fishlegs peeled off to the west toward a rocky outcropping. Ava's choices were east into the forest or north to the pursuing Changewings. There was no contest, but before she set her course for the east she had an idea. Looking back she could see the three just separating, two following the boys and one after her. Grinning she braced herself and bent her dragon around her heel, circling north. Before the dragon knew what happened it was flying in the opposite direction of its prey.

By the time it was spun around Ava had circled back to the east and was diving for the cover of the woods below. When the dragon got back on their trail they were weaving through trees at a blistering pace. Tag's straight wings cutting through the wind and propelling them forward, neck stretched straight forming a flat line along his entire body. He curved around the trees so quickly Ava barely had time to glance at them before they whipped past.

Ava braced herself again and at the next towering pine they curved into a circle, tripping up their adversary yet again. When the dragon registered it had lost them and doubled back they were gone. Hugging Tag's neck and forcing her legs to stay wrapped around his belly Ava hung with her dragon amidst the branches and needles on the trunk of one of the thousands of pines on the island. She was breathing hard from the chase and still buzzed by the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She worried the dragon would hear her heavy breathing. Tag also shook from his own heavy breaths, nostrils flaring wide with each exhalation. His antennae twitched wildly, up and down and to the sides, occasionally curling at the ends.

Every muscle in her body was screaming from the lactic acid built up. There came a time when Ava didn't think she could stay in the tree any longer. If she tried, she was sure her body would give out and she would fall out of the tree. So cautiously she guided Tag down. Stealthily he crept along the trunk, claws digging into the bark without a sound. When they reached the ground they stood silently scanning the surroundings. Ava couldn't detect signs of any Changewings and Tag was no longer tense on high alert, a clear indicator that they were alone.

They were in the middle of the forest, trees surrounded them for miles in every direction. The ground was covered in a thick layer of soft pine needles, all dried and brown. Ava thought it would be best to try to meet up with the others and steered Tag south. They stuck to the ground to stay out of sight, Tag's smooth swinging gait was a pleasant change from the rough up and down motion that fought to toss her around during his flight. His scales had turned a rusty brown color to blend with the dry pine needles below them.

After walking for quite a while Tag had grown tense again. He was constantly looking around or sniffing the air. His antennae twitched occasionally. Every spine save those Ava sat on stood up. She began to hear deep croaking noises. At each sound Tag skittered to the side turning them south west. Curiosity peaked, Ava turned him back south east. Her dragon obeyed growing tenser each stride, nostrils flaring with quick nervous breaths. She heard another croak, closer and turned him towards it. He went hesitantly, sniffing the air each after each step.

A glimpse of red caught her eye over a cluster of bushes and she stopped to see. Her breath caught in her throat and she froze, every muscle tight. Through the underbrush she could see a clearing filled with Changewings. Tag faded to a squiggly green to blend in the foliage. There were all different sizes and colors. Most were the common scarlet but one large adult was a blue accented with apricot and another was green. A hatchling the size of a small dog was bright yellow and nipped at a slightly larger scarlet.

A burgundy adult, roughly the size of Tag brooded over the group of young Changewings. Half a dozen little rascals scurried around making trouble. One scarlet was kicking pine needles into the air while another hopped around it, begging to play. A larger one turned from maroon to bright green and proceeded to crawl towards the two small scarlets despite the fact it stood out on the brown needles like a sore thumb. Before it could make it any farther the yellow hatchling pounced on it and they broke into a fight which the adult quickly ended.

A giggle almost escaped her lips from the air caught up inside her, but she covered her mouth and resumed breathing. Her eyes roved over the clearing, taking in everything. Two adults entered from the far side, one copper and the other gray. Gray turned green with scarlet accents, the other yellow like the mischievous hatchling. Two small Changewings loitered on the far left side. Occasionally one would launch into the breeze and glide back down on its short wings, leading Ava to assume they were adolescents. A third appeared from where it had been hiding in the shadows, changing to its natural color, a deep copper. It was just slightly smaller than Tag with the same piercing amber eyes, a common characteristic of all Changewings.

Unnoticed by the adults, it began to play with the adolescents, wrestling and chasing each other in the air. The copper seemed to have a better handle on flying. During their play the dragon had ended up near the adult dragons who had all brought their attention to it. Every adult folded back their antennae and snarled. The two adults that had recently arrived snapped at it and chased it to the edge of the clearing. They chased the adolescents a slight distance away with noticeable less aggression then returned to the group.

_Fishlegs would flip if he saw this._ A chirp brought her attention to the ground on the other side of the bush. A curious hatchling had wandered over and was gazing up at them, his tiny teeth stretching his lips into a smile. The other little Changewings scrambled over to partake in whatever the first had found catching the attention of the adults. "Time to go," she strained to whisper. They were off, flying low between the trees before any of the adults could notice them.

During their retreat Ava spotted Astrid and Snotlout passing overhead. Gripping a spine she pressed a heel to his side and leaned in to the curve of his course change. The fast, jumpy stretch to catch up was uncomfortable but fun. The thrill of the wind in her face as they raced through the sky always beat out the fear of the high speed and altitude.

"Hey! We didn't expect to see you," Astrid exclaimed in surprise. They landed to speak without having to shout over the wind.

"Yeah, things didn't go as planned. Have you seen Hiccup or Fishlegs?"

"Nope," Snotlout replied. "We've passed the twins a couple times, they took the east to west grid."

Tag twitched beneath her, muscles bunched together tightly, he moved his head slightly to see around him. She had learned to read this behavior as a warning sign, but the threats weren't always real. She knew from experience not to brush it off, but didn't worry too much as there was the possibility of a false alarm. "Have you run into any Changewings?"

"Not yet. I think they've been too busy with you."

"I actually saw-" she was cut off by the sound of rustling bushes. Stormfly cocked her tail at ready. The six stood tensely for what seemed like hours when finally a scaly copper colored head appeared with two gleaming amber eyes. Every spine on Stormfly stood out and Hookfang snorted a puff of smoke, his inner flames flaring up. The young dragon cocked his head at the strangers questioningly, eyes vacant while his mind worked overtime.

With the two beside him growing restless, ready to fight or flee, Tag grew anxious. He skittered closer to his companions, then back to his place, tossing his head in frustration.

"I'll try to scare it off," Astrid whispered.

Ava was about to protest but her dragon jumped back, startled, when Stormfly charged at the young Changewing. She calmed her dragon and regained enough composure to yell "Wait!" Astrid pulled up and her obedient dragon skidded to a stop, large curved claws digging into the soil beneath the pine needles. Instinctually the Changewing melted into the shadows, fleeing from the threat.

"Well, it's gone now. What was that about?"

"I don't think it was going to attack."

"It could've been a diversion giving the others a chance to slime us," Snotlout offered.

"True," Ava agreed. "But I saw him earlier, he's not accepted by the flock. Why? I don't know. I think he was just curious about us."

"Their flock?" Astrid asked. "You mean you found their nest?"

"Yes," She answers hesitantly.

"Why didn't you tell anyone? That's just what we needed!"

"I was just there, but the babies noticed me and I didn't want them to give me away. The adults were getting suspicious when I left. I caught up with you guys while I was flying off."

"Let's find Hiccup, Fishlegs and meet up with the twins, they need to know about this."

They took off again and followed Ava to the outcropping she had seen Fishlegs fly to. She signaled them to land and once on the ground she said "A Changewing was chasing him, it might still be here so be careful."

Quietly they searched the crags and rock piles, occasionally calling his name. Snotlout spotted Changewings overhead and shouted "Hide!" Vikings dove left and right squeezing into the closest hiding place they could find. Ava knelt under Tag's wing since he laid down and changed colors. They had by far the best hiding place. But despite everyone's best effort, the dragons still spiraled down to investigate the area.

It was not a matter of if the dragons would find them but when. Most of the teens were crouched behind boulders, totally exposed. Their dragons were hidden even worse than that. Huddled under her dragon's wing like a baby bird, Ava had no idea what was going on. She was as surprised as the Changewings when Snotlout, Astrid and the twins jumped out and screamed. In a quick, fluid motion Ava rolled out from under her dragon and swung up on his back where she could see what was going on and help if needed. The teens were scrambling to get to their dragons, evading the acid that was shot at them. The outcropping was filled with sizzling as boulders melted away, leaving more area open and less cover from dragon fire.

Ava nudged Tag and he jumped in front of the two hostile dragons, arresting their attention for the moment. Another nudge and they were in the air, circling above the dragons. Both were large, mean looking dragons, pupils small black slits in their poison yellow eyes, overgrown jagged claws curling from their toes, ragged antennae twitching. In an instant they leapt into action, no longer frozen in place. One unfurled its wings and cut through the air, snapping at Tag when they got close. The other slithered between rocks going after the nearest trespasser, Snotlout.

From her aerial position, Ava could see everything going on below her. Astrid had just reached Stormfly and was climbing in her saddle, the twins were racing towards their Zippleback and Snotlout was weaving across the outcropping towards Hookfang. She didn't see the Changewing at first, its had its head down and was a stony gray. Almost invisible in the rocky landscape, but its swift movements and shadow gave it away.

With no time to think, she reacted the way Snotlout was, she tried to put more distance between them. Swooping low, she passed in front of the dragon, stopping it for barely a second before she was past and it was moving again. By now though, Snotlout had reached Hookfang and was climbing into his saddle.

The twins had been slow to get on their dragon and into the fight, just now scanning the field for a course of action. Astrid was feverishly searching for the first Changewing from Stormfly's back. Ava had to continue distracting the second and could only watch as the first reared up and shot a gob of acid at Hookfang. The green slime landed squarely at the base of his left wing, splattering and dripping down his rust colored scales. He squealed in surprise, almost throwing Snotlout off his neck. The boy screamed, panic stricken he looked back at the acid coating his dragon then to the culprit and from each of the teens back to his dragon. "What do I do?" He shouted.

Now sighting the Changewing, Astrid commanded her Nadder to shoot a volley of spines at the offending dragon. She happened to be positioned directly behind her target, the perfect place to be. The vibrant projectiles lodged into the dragon's back, eliciting a screech that echoed through the area and miles beyond. Dark red blood began to ooze out from between the spines and scales. The dragon whirled around, eyes burning with fury and locked on Stormfly.

Already panting from the difficult maneuvers she had to steer Tag through and the wind rushing at her face she began a spiral and forced out "Dunk him in the ocean! Snotlout, quick before it starts burning!" He nodded rapidly, pushing his dragon into the air and towards the beach as fast as he could go. Feeling scarily short of breath Ava gulped as much of the chilly air as she could, it burned her throat and lungs and made her nose run but all she could focus on was keeping the dragon's attention while not getting too close to it. She detected a shift in her mount's movement and hung tightly as he corkscrewed, avoiding the ball of acid that flew by them.

The twins got themselves in gear and aimed explosions at the wounded dragon. It backed away from each cloud before it was ignited, avoiding the brunt of the fire. Injured, surrounded and outnumbered it hissed and scurried into the forest. Snotlout had flown back in time to see it disappearing beneath the trees and pumped his fist in the air with a victory cry. He was brought back to focus when the remaining Changewing shot acid at him as it passed by in pursuit of Ava. Hookfang managed to dodge the green slop and followed on the dragon's tail.

The twins, helpful for once, fired an explosion right behind Tag forcing the second dragon to veer off. At the same time as the twins' a second explosion sounded in the forest a short distance away, lighting the trees with a momentary blue tint. Hookfang glided through the smoke as Snotlout recognized the blue light, Astrid the sound and Ava the direction, all shouting in unison "Hiccup!"

* * *

><p><strong>CLIFFHANGER! MWAHAHAHAHA. Originally this chapter was not part of the story at all. But then I realized Tag must seem really out of character for a Changewing to all of you because I didn't explain why I made him like he is. But then it got really long, so now you get TWO extra chapters. Lucky you. <strong>


	17. A Trip To Changewing Island Part 2

***EDIT***

**Hey everyone! Sorry to disappoint you, an update but no new chapter, ew I hate that. Chapter 18 is still underway. But I just posted a new story called Living Lies. Another How To Train Your Dragon fanfic based off the game School of Dragons. Please go check it out and let me know what you think.**

**I'm so sorry this has taken so long. After writing day in and day out for the last bit of school I had absolutely zero interest in writing anything else even just for fun. But I'm on vacation now and my interest is rekindled. I do feel kind of bad for leaving you hanging so long but maybe I'll get reviews for it? Hint hint... Seriously guys I want to know what you really think! What about my story makes you have an unhealthy addiction to it? If I'm doing something right I want to make sure I keep doing it! Anyway I'll shut up now and let you get to the story. That you've been waiting for for months. And that you're probably shivering in anticipation for this authors note to end so you can gobble up the answers to the cliffhanger. Ok here you go!**

* * *

><p><strong>A Trip To Changewing Island Part 2<strong>

* * *

><p>Hookfang fired a well aimed stream of liquid fire at the Changewing before it had a chance to correct its course to continue pursuit of Ava and Tag, forcing it farther away. Without the support of its subordinate the dragon turned and fled, leaving the intruders free to roam the territory, for the moment. Astrid and the twins got in the air and the five raced in the direction of the explosion.<p>

Below them in a small clearing were Hiccup and Fishlegs, with their dragons and unharmed. However they were surrounded by a troop of Changewings. The hostile dragons hung back, moving around the trees where they could remain hidden while they circled their prey. One charged out to begin an attack but a plasma blast from Toothless drove it back again. The layer of pine needles had been blown or melted away exposing the dark soil beneath; it was charred and churned up where Toothless' blasts had landed. Another ball of blue fire sprayed dirt on camouflaged dragons, making them scatter and regroup in another area of the perimeter.

"I'll keep watch and yell if I see more coming," Ava shouted to the four circling teens. They nodded in acknowledgement before diving to the ground. They landed deftly, enlarging the area they held.

"I'm glad you're here! We didn't want to leave without you. Is Ava ok?" Concern clouded Hiccup's eyes for the missing member of their team.

"She's fine," Astrid replied as she continuously scanned the tree line. "She's circling overhead to keep watch."

"Now that everyone's together again can we leave now?" Fishlegs asked, his voice shaky.

"Yes!" Hiccup answered with finality. "Ruff, Tuff, would you lay down some cover for us?"

"With pleasure," Ruffnut replied with a grin. Their dragon circled the area promptly, Barf spewing thick clouds of incendiary gas as they went. Once everyone was airborne Belch lit up the bice green trail setting off fiery explosions around the clearing below them.

"It's beautiful," Tuffnut whispered, misty eyed.

Ava fell in line as they headed home. Once a safe distance from the island they relaxed, slowing the pace to an easy glide. There was enough of a breeze to keep Tag suspended without wearing him out, he was nearly exhausted from all the flying he had done. Ava decided to give him the next day off, he needed it judging by the way his head hung, antennae drooped and beat his wings weakly.

"Well, that could've gone better. Did you find anything while searching the island?" Hiccup asked, flying near Astrid.

"Nothing out of the ordinary."

"I did!" Ava exclaimed, gingerly urging her dragon to fly beside the Night Fury. "Well, I don't know if it's 'out of the ordinary' but I found a bunch of Changewings gathered together in a large clearing. There were adults and hatchlings and a few young dragons. And the adults were keeping the adolescents at distance."

"Hey guys," Tuffnut interrupted. "How many dragons are we flying?"

"Six," Hiccup answered, drawing out the number slowly, a confused expression twisting his face.

"Unless you count Barf and Belch as two," Fishlegs cut in.

"That's what I thought, so why are there seven shadows?" Tuffnut replied pointing to the ocean below. Everyone looked down at once, studying the surface of the water. Sure enough, seven dark shapes surfed over the waves.

"Where's it coming from?" Snotlout asked searching the air space around them while flying in a zig zag pattern to identify his own shadow. The rest followed, darting across the sky to find the odd shape. Ava watched her shadow moving below when it appeared to jump up and fall back on the water again. Surprised and curious, she angled her dragon down to investigate, already half knowing what the cause was.

Her assumption was confirmed when she began flying level with a Changewing. It was a deep gray blue matching the overall color of the waters beneath them, practically invisible from above. If she guessed right, which she believed she had, it was the young copper dragon she had seen multiple times back on the island. It looked over at her, bright yellow eyes contrasting with the dark cool color of his scales. His pupils were slightly wider than the feral slits of a scared, aggressive or alert dragon but not the fully dilated shape of a relaxed one. They opened wider with curiosity when Tag returned his look. Tag's antennae perked up and twitched before the young dragon's did the same. He swung his head around to face forward again, apparently ending the odd exchange.

Ava angled her dragon up and ascended to rejoin the group of dragons above.

"So what was that all about?" Snotlout demanded.

"There's a Changewing down there,"

"Sorry to interrupt but if we want to stay in line with Berk we need to adjust our course." Fishlegs announced shyly. Following him they shifted to the north keeping their spacing even to prevent collisions.

"It's not, like, hunting us is it?"

Looking down Ava spotted the Changewing still on the previous course and beginning to deviate from the formation. Ignoring Snotlout, she pointed and asked "What's in that direction?"

"Mmmm, depends how far you go," Fishlegs answered. "There's a few islands near Berk and more farther out."

"Any with dragons on them?"

"Definitely. Not all of them though."

"Now I get it!" Mumbling to herself she added "Turns out writing that paper did help out later..."

"What?" Snotlout demanded impatiently.

"Changewings are like wolves. They live in tight knit family groups, ruthlessly defending their territory. When the young mature, specifically males, they disperse from the group, whether by force or choice, to start a pack of their own. Without the support of a group individual Changewings have a drastic change in behavior, as we've seen with Tag and the little guy down there. Vulnerable without the protection of large numbers, they're fearful, always camouflaging themselves and fleeing when they're able. But because the dispersers don't have the hostility of those established with flocks they accept training."

"That makes a lot of sense," Fishlegs agreed. "Now we know the secret to training Changewings."

"Well at least some good came from this trip," Hiccup sighed

The teens and dragons alike returned from their excursion exhausted. They went their separate ways through the village, each ready for a good night's sleep. When Ava arrived at her house Tag practically dropped out of the sky. Too tired to fold his wings and hold them at his sides, he let them drag the ground like his antennae. She praised him lavishly for his stamina and bravery, giving him extra chicken as a reward. He ate his fill and promptly dropped off to sleep. Despite the raucous snoring from the dragon outside, Ava had no trouble getting to sleep herself.

The next morning everyone dragged into the academy in slow motion. Even the dragons lacked their usual enthusiasm for morning training. By unanimous vote they decided to discuss what they had learned about Changewings the day before and take it easy the rest of the day.

Ava, Fishlegs and Hiccup sat around the Book of Dragons adding the information Fishlegs had collected in his notebooks. The twins hung around the arena playing with Terrible Terrors. Snotlout fell asleep from where he had been watching the twins, leaned against the arena wall. He snored softly and somehow stayed standing, arms crossed and head bent down as if seriously contemplating the mysteries of the universe. Although anyone who had known Snotlout for any small amount of time would know that he would never do that. Astrid had taken off shortly after the meeting to who knows where.

After lunch Ava decided to check up on Gustav. She knew he understood she couldn't watch him every day, but she tried to make it out to the clearing as often as she could. The boy spent every afternoon he could out there with his dragon. If he was kept in the village for any reason he was not a happy child. She entered the clearing slightly disheveled from her trek through the dense woods. Gustav was excited to see her, it had been two days since he had flown and he rattled on about all the things he planned to do.

"Gustav, doesn't anyone wonder why you spend all your free time out in the woods?"

"Nope," He answered trotting towards the hollowed out tree he used to store his saddle. "I told my mom I'm out here collecting leaves for my collection."

"You collect leaves?"

"Only as a cover up." He flashed a mischievous smile at her while pulling his saddle from the hooks he had installed in the dry old wood. "Every couple of days I bring one back and make up some reason for why it should be added to my collection of identical leaves." Swinging the saddle over his Nightmare's neck he began buckling the dark leather straps. "My mom thinks I'm really into it, she brags a lot like its a big thing. Sometimes she makes me show people and I have to pretend I like it a lot."

Tag had settled down into the hollow he had made in the loose soil and watched them lazily. Sunlight filtered down through the treetops making patchy patterns of light on his scarlet scales. His demeanor changed abruptly when Gustav tossed the saddle on the Nightmare's neck. The expressions his eyes conveyed never ceased to amaze his rider. From across the clearing she could see his yellow eyes were wide, pupils slightly constricted and head cocked to the side. Totally perplexed by the saddle being strapped on the young dragon.

Over the afternoons the two dragons had become close companions. Though the young Nightmare was slightly larger than the older Changewing his size gave him no advantage. If the Nightmare stepped out of line, Tag didn't hesitate to put him in his place. Being able to run wild with his rider and get away with anything, Fanghook embraced the challenge Tag's discipline presented. No matter what he did, the older dragon always enforced its authority. Eventually he accepted his subordinate position and learned what he could and could not do with Tag around.

Since they had grown close Tag had only seen Fanghook with or without the saddle like other dragons. The strip of leather being common among the academy dragons he spent his time with, it was nothing of interest. The insignificant bit of cured animal skin seemed almost a part of the reptile's scaly hide. But now seeing it being strapped on had thoroughly perplexed the dragon who had never been under the constraint of equipment. Who had only ever carried his human friend on the scales of his back, heeding her wishes willingly from his desire to please her.

Metal buckles clinked busily and leather croaked as Gustav secured the saddle over the strong, slick scales the color of a hazy sunset. Once he was in the air talking would be almost impossible as he flitted around doing stunts. Ava found it was better not to distract him and save any communication until he was safely on the ground again. She made herself comfortable and watched the boy swing up on his dragon and bound into the air. He practiced until the sun reached the ocean and reluctantly returned to earth. He removed his saddle and carefully hung it back on its hooks, replacing the bark covering.

"Want a ride? Tag's had the day off and he looks like he could use some excitement." The dragon was barely awake, his eyelids were half closed and his winged skull slowly dipped before he picked it up again.

"Sure."

"Wake up sleepyhead!" Ava announced as she swung her leg over his back and sat down. The dragon was startled at first but quickly came to his senses. Ava grabbed Gustav's wrist and pulled him up behind her. "Gosh," she grunted from the effort and took his arm with the other hand. "You're getting heavy!"

Settled behind her he said "Built up a lot of muscle carrying fish out here and flying so much." He held up a thin arm and flexed the tiny bicep.

"Uh-huh." He didn't see her roll her eyes.

The flight was short and Ava let Tag have a free rein. He weaved between the tops of pines and did quick corkscrews. He was careful to turn around before his riders had a chance to fall off. They landed in the village just before dinner. Ava met up with the other academy members hanging around the dragon feeders. Astrid sauntered up, Stormfly in tow and eyeing the fish filled feeders.

"It's finished," she said to Hiccup.

"What's finished?" Ava asked.

"Oh nothing important."

* * *

><p><strong>And thus concludes the part of the story that wasn't supposed to be there in the first place. But I hope you now have a better understanding of why I made Tag the way he is and enjoy all my crazy head canon.<strong>


End file.
